Western Michigan University

ScholarWorks at WMU
Dissertations

Graduate College

6-2019

The Lived Experience of Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder
Transitioning from High School to a Liberal Arts College
Joseph D. Bishop
Western Michigan University, josephbishopaq@gmail.com

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/dissertations
Part of the Educational Leadership Commons

Recommended Citation
Bishop, Joseph D., "The Lived Experience of Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder Transitioning from
High School to a Liberal Arts College" (2019). Dissertations. 3457.
https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/dissertations/3457

This Dissertation-Open Access is brought to you for free
and open access by the Graduate College at
ScholarWorks at WMU. It has been accepted for inclusion
in Dissertations by an authorized administrator of
ScholarWorks at WMU. For more information, please
contact wmu-scholarworks@wmich.edu.

THE LIVED EXPERIENCE OF STUDENTS WITH AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER
TRANSITIONING FROM HIGH SCHOOL TO A LIBERAL ARTS COLLEGE

by

Joseph D. Bishop

A dissertation submitted to the Graduate College
in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy
Educational Leadership, Research, and Technology
Western Michigan University
June 2019

Doctoral Committee:
Donna Talbot, Ph. D., Chair
Wanda Hadley, Ph. D.
Sarah Cox, Ph. D.

Copyright by
Joseph D. Bishop
2019

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
In reflecting on the end of this doctoral journey, I am filled with gratitude. There is a
community of individuals who were supporting me throughout this process. It would be only
fitting to acknowledge that this doctorate program would have not been accomplished if not for
this band of support.
I am tremendously grateful for the affirmation provided by my family and friends. There
were numerous examples, whether it was my parents inquiring about the process, my in-laws
buying whiskey at certain milestones, or my uncle being used as my sounding board. This
doctorate program was my decision to pursue and you chose to help me through it. Thank you
for your unwavering comfort.
I am tremendously grateful for the support provided by my colleagues at Davenport
University. My fellow CCL members, advisors, faculty members, and current (and former)
supervisors cheered me on, edited my papers, gave me grace, and prayed for my sanity. A special
thanks is directed to Dr. David Weinandy, who started this momentum. Thank you for your
encouragement.
I am tremendously grateful for the guidance provided by my committee members. Dr.
Donna Talbot patiently walked me through each step of the journey. When I fell, she picked me
back up. When I reached too high, she pulled my arm back (in a kind way). Dr. Sarah Cox was a
willing and immediate support whenever called upon. She is a big reason why I started this
process, to begin with. I was also able to find and use multiple references from Dr. Wanda
Hadley’s research, which was a true benefit.
None of this would have been possible without the love and support from my wife,
Emily, and daughter, Lucy. Both of you showered me with love and encouragement to get
ii

Acknowledgements ---- Continued
through this process (mostly) unscathed. My wife took over the house needs, managed my stress,
and pushed me forward. Her kindness and sense of humor persisted, even when I became a one
trick pony and was only being able to talk about my dissertation. I promise I’ll stop talking about
my dissertation (soon). This six-year journey is over, and the rest of my life is for you, Lucy, and
“Chip.” Lucy helped cheer me on at each milestone and stated that she would call me “Dr.
Daddy,” once it was completed. Being your father is my greatest joy in life. Thank you both for
your love.
Finally, I am eternally grateful for God’s compassion, love, and patience.

Joseph D. Bishop

iii

THE LIVED EXPERIENCE OF STUDENTS WITH AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER
TRANSITIONING FROM HIGH SCHOOL TO A LIBERAL ARTS COLLEGE

Joseph D. Bishop, Ph.D.
Western Michigan University, 2019

Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) are transitioning into colleges and
universities at a growing rate. All types of post-secondary institutions are seeing this influx, yet
some are ill prepared to assist students with ASD, especially within the transition process. There
is a gap in the research focusing on students with ASD within liberal art colleges. The purpose of
this study is to understand the lived experience of students with ASD as they transition from high
school to a small liberal arts college.
My research uses a phenomenological approach in order to develop descriptive themes. I
interviewed seven students who are diagnosed with ASD, registered with disability services, and
attending a private, liberal arts college. Participants attended four small, private liberal art
colleges in the Midwest. The interviews provided rich data discussing the student’s lived
experience.
My findings revealed three themes as to how students with ASD transition from high
school to a small liberal arts college: (1) ASD diagnosis and its impact on self-identity; (2) the
impact of college structures and resources on transition to college; and (3) family involvement
and support. Students were affected by timing of their ASD diagnosis. Students associated their
social limitations with their ASD diagnosis. Students were concerned to share their ASD
diagnosis with others for fear of stigma. There were mixed reactions on the benefits of disability
services and obligatory events, like orientation and freshmen kick-off. Students felt empowered

to choose how they participated in student engagement and enjoyed clubs and organizations.
Students saw their professors as a consistent source of positive interaction.
Recommendations for further research include: (a) explore the dynamic relationships
between students with ASD and professors; (b) the experiences of students with ASD in public
universities, community colleges, and small liberal arts colleges; (c) the impact of students with
ASD in on-campus housing; and (d) how unique accommodations, such as study tables and peer
mentoring, impact students with ASD.
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CHAPTER I
OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY
Introduction
The process of transitioning from one life phase to another is inevitable and, for some,
can be difficult. However, everyone must go through a significant life change at some point.
Some transitions are frequently experienced, such as graduating from high school, starting a job,
getting married, or having a child. These are substantial shifts that drastically change one’s life.
One monumental transition for young adults is beginning their college career. The shift into a
college or university can be an equally challenging and exciting opportunity for students. Higher
education professionals are aware of the potential difficulty a student may face during this
transition and attempt to put into place programs to ease the process. Many colleges have
orientation days for both students and parents, which provide an opportunity to familiarize
themselves with campus, resources, professors, and administrators (Pascarella, Terenzini, &
Wolfle, 1986). The goal of orientation programs is for students to feel at ease in their new
environment. A multiple-day kickoff before classes begin is also common, allowing students to
connect with their fellow peers and develop a comfort within their new context (Braxton &
McClendon, 2002). In essence, the transition experience in higher education is holistic,
addressing the academic, social, and personal needs of students (Tinto, 1999). These programs
utilize group interactions to establish connections with fellow students, professors, and staff
(Braxton & McClendon, 2002; Masterson, 2017). These initial connections aim to support
students throughout their higher education career (Tinto, 1999).
Students with diagnosed disabilities have an additional resource to help ease their
transition into higher education. They are encouraged to meet with a disability coordinator prior
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to classes in order to establish classroom and/or housing accommodations (Eckes & Ochoa,
2005). Connecting with a disability coordinator provides a confidential advocate for the student
and ideally assists in the removal of barriers within the academic system (Evans, Broido, Brown,
& Wilke, 2017). These accommodations are often created to be similar to what they received in
their secondary education (Eckes & Ochoa, 2005).
While most colleges and universities have support services for students with many
different disabilities, relevant accommodations and adjustments are missing for students with
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) during their transition from high school to a higher education
environment (Camarena & Sargiani, 2009). The current orientation structure provided, which
typically includes large crowds, high-energy performers, and group discussions, does not connect
with the unique needs of individuals with ASD. Students with ASD are assumed to be more
introverted and prefer isolation, but few accommodations are provided specifically to
accommodate their social needs during the transition and throughout their academic career (Jobe
& White, 2007). This lack of services is because classroom accommodations typically provided
to students with disabilities often do not align with the needs of students with ASD
(VanBergeijk, Klin, & Volkmar, 2008; Van Hees, Moyson, & Roeyers, 2015). As a result,
students with ASD tend to underachieve and are more likely not to graduate from college
(Shattuck, Narendorf, Cooper, Sterzing, Wagner, & Taylor, 2012). As more colleges and
universities see a drastic increase in the enrollment of students with ASD, there needs to be a
deeper understanding of their transition into and experience with higher education to more
effectively accommodate them in their educational journey (Basken, 2017).
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Background
Making the transition into higher education and eventually completing a degree has
significant benefits and greatly improves one’s chance of being an active member of society
(Stodden & Mruzek, 2010). That being said, transitioning from high school to a college or
university is a difficult process for all students (Basken, 2017; Ramsdell, 2015). Colleges and
universities have programs in place to help ease the change from high school to higher education.
Orientation programs put on by colleges and universities have been shown to help connect
students to new resources within the college environment (Pascarella, Terenzini, & Wolfe, 1986;
Schuh, Jones, & Harper, 2010) and lead to a stronger likelihood for the student to persist and
eventually graduate (Tinto, 1999).
The transition from high school to post-secondary education is one of the most
intimidating experiences for a student with a disability (Basken, 2017; Madaus 2005). The rapid
influx of individuals with disabilities makes effective and accessible programming, especially
related to orientation and the overall transition process, extremely relevant and important
(French, 2013). In addition to the regular student orientation, students with disabilities are also
encouraged to set up classroom and/or housing accommodations with a disability coordinator
prior to starting classes (Eckes & Ochoa, 2005). These accommodations, similar to what they
received in secondary education, are put in place to help remove barriers related to a student’s
diagnosed disability (Eckes & Ochoa, 2005).
While most colleges and universities have services for students with a variety of
disabilities, significant supports are missing for students with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD).
This is especially true in traditional orientation events and the lack of relevant accommodations
from disability services (Camarena & Sargiani, 2009). Research has demonstrated that retention
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and graduation rates are very low in higher education for individuals with ASD (Cai & Richdale,
2016; Colclough, 2016; Shattuck, Narendorf, Cooper, Sterzing, Wagner, & Taylor, 2012;
Tarallo, 2012). A significant factor for this low performance may be due to the lack of proper
adjustments and accommodations for students with ASD throughout their transition and beyond
(Cai & Richdale, 2016; Colclough, 2016; Shattuck, Narendorf, Cooper, Sterzing, Wagner, &
Taylor, 2012; Tarallo, 2012), even though they are academically qualified to attend (Basken,
2017; Morrison, Sansosti, & Hadley, 2009).
Orientation in higher education is meant to provide multiple opportunities for connection
with fellow peers, faculty, and staff through large social events and programs. Specific to
students with disabilities, orientation can also be used to highlight the college or university’s
commitment to providing an inclusive environment for all students (Evans et al., 2017). Students
with ASD, however, struggle to connect with others, especially in large social situations (Jobe &
White, 2007), creating many psychosocial challenges during the transition process (Evans, et al.,
2017). As a result, orientation becomes a significant barrier for students with ASD due to their
difficulty relating to others in social situations and following verbal directions (Wei, Wagner,
Hudson, Jennifer, & Javitz, 2016).
During the transition process, students with disabilities are encouraged to disclose their
disability to the disability services office or coordiantor in order to establish accommodations for
the classroom. However, classroom accommodations, typically available to students with
disabilities, often do not align with the needs of students with ASD (VanBergeijk, Klin, &
Volkmar, 2008; Van Hees, Moyson, & Roeyers, 2015). According to the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), ASD is considered a social communication
disorder (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). However, it is not common for colleges and
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universities to accommodate social barriers, substantially impacting a student’s ability to be
successful (Jobe & White, 2007; VanBergeijk, Klin, & Volkmar, 2008).
The population of individuals with ASD has grown significantly over the past decades
(Wei, Wagner, Hudson, Jennifer, & Javitz, 2016). In the 1980s, it was estimated that one in
10,000 children were diagnosed with ASD (Basken, 2017; Hoffman, 2016). Now, ASD affects
one in 68 children (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2017). According to
Basken (2017), the population of individuals with ASD is expected to reach 3 million by the year
2020. Colleges and universities have become keenly aware of this surge, as the diagnosis has
become more commonly assigned (Basken, 2017). This means the number of traditional-aged
students (ages 18 to 22) entering colleges and universities will comprise a significantly larger
population of individuals with ASD and become more prevalent in higher education.
Students with ASD commonly have postsecondary school aspirations (Basken, 2017;
Hart, Grigal, & Weir, 2010; VanBergeijk, Klin, & Volkmar, 2008). Even with these aspirations,
students with ASD still struggle with higher education and adulthood. Due to social barriers and
struggles with change and new transitions, many individuals with ASD have low employment
rates and lack higher education degrees (Ligon, 2016). In fact, research has demonstrated that
individuals with ASD tend to be underemployed and undereducated as compared to their
intellectual abilities (Jennes-Coussens, Magill-Evans, & Koning, 2006; Kirby, 2016). Due to the
lack of adjustments within orientation and the lack of relevant accommodations within disability
services, students with ASD tend to underachieve and are less likely to graduate from college
(Shattuck, Narendorf, Cooper, Sterzing, Wagner, & Taylor, 2012). As more colleges and
universities see a surge in enrollment for students with ASD, there needs to be a deeper
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understanding of how to support this population with the transition and experience in higher
education (Basken, 2017).
Oftentimes, students with disabilities are drawn to small liberal arts institutions because
of the close-knit community and individualized attention given to students (Hirt, 2006). The
small campus size allows professionals to work with students in a holistic manner. However,
along with the benefits of the small campus size comes challenges, as well. Small liberal arts
institutions have fewer resources available for all students, and the lack of resources from the
institution potentially impedes equal access for students with disabilities (Getzel & Wehman,
2005). While there has been some research conducted at community colleges and large public
universities, there has not been any research discovered that focuses on students with ASD at
small liberal arts institutions (Lowly-Corkran, 2006).
Problem Statement
ASD is a growing diagnosis that has gone through significant definition adjustments over
recent years. Since the original inclusion into the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders (DSM) in 1980, the population of ASD has grown exponentially, including within the
higher education setting (Altman, 2013; Basken, 2017; Cullen, 2015; VanBergeijk, Klin, &
Volkmar, 2008). Previous research in higher education often grouped all disabilities together
instead of focusing on specific disabilities and the varying needs that accompanied them.
Currently, ASD has recently gained attention of researchers, and especially administrators in
higher education, because they are struggling to find solutions on how best to properly
accommodate students with ASD (Rutherford, 2014; Tarrello, 2012).
Recently, more research attention has been paid to students with ASD in higher education
specifically related to social experience and self-disclosure (Altman, 2013), participation
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outcomes (Kirby, 2015), supports and resources (Rutherford, 2014), and individual experiences
in higher education (Sayman, 2015). Even with the recent focus on students with ASD, there are
still significant gaps in research related to this population (Colclough, 2016; Kirby, 2015; Ligon,
2016; Poleyeff, 2016; Rutherford, 2014). One noteworthy gap is the lack of information
available on the initial transition from high school and understanding the level of readiness for
postsecondary education for students with ASD (Van Hees, Moyson, & Roeyers, 2015).
Significant life transitions are extremely difficult for individuals with ASD; therefore, the
transition from high school to college is especially arduous for these individuals (National
Research Council, 2001). Individuals with ASD tend to prefer routine, structure, and consistency
(Finnegan & Finnegan, 2016). When there is a major transition, such as enrolling in higher
education, every aspect of their day-to-day life may be affected. Without preparation and
assistance, students with ASD fare far worse than their traditional peers when transitioning to a
college or university (VanBergeijk, Klin, & Volkmar, 2008). Some research has demonstrated
how poor nonverbal communication, in conjunction with a limited ability to understand and use
the rules of social behavior, affects students with ASD and their ability to be successful in
college (Shattuck et al., 2014).
Best practices have been presented for students with ASD transitioning into higher
education (Shmulsky, Gobbo, & Donahue, 2015), but there has been no empirical evidence to
support these recommendations. Very few studies have focused on the transition from high
school to college for students with ASD. When this topic has been researched, it focused on
community colleges or public universities (Basken, 2017; Brown & Comes, 2015). Although the
majority of students with ASD attend a community college first, there is still a significant part of
the population that begins at four-year institutions (Brown & Comes, 2015).
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Research shows that students with disabilities are drawn to liberal art institutions because
of their small campus size, close-knit community, and individualized attention which allows for
professionals to work with students in a holistic manner (Hirt, 2006). However, small liberal arts
institutions have fewer resources available for all students, and the lack of resources from the
institution potentially impedes equal access for students with disabilities (Getzel & Wehman,
2005). The research in this area is similarly lacking (Lowly-Corkran, 2006), particularly
regarding their transition from high school to small liberal arts colleges.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this study is to understand the lived experience of students with Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD) as they transition from high school to a small liberal arts college. This
phenomenological study will use Schlossberg’s Transition Theory (2012) as a theoretical
framework, using the lenses of self, situation, strategies, and support.
Research Questions
The overarching research question is: How do students with Autism Spectrum Disorder
(ASD) experience and describe their transition from high school to a small liberal arts college?
The sub questions include:
1. What experiences do students with ASD consider to be positive assets in making this
transition?
2. What specific challenges do students with ASD face when making this transition?
Significance
This research may give insight to the lived experienced of students with ASD as they
transition from high school to a small liberal arts college. In addition, the research may allow
disability coordinators to better serve the specific needs of the ASD population, as well as staff,
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faculty, and parents who are involved with the ASD population. As the population of ASD
grows, there will be more students with this developmental disorder seeking higher education.
With this influx of students, post-secondary institutions--whether public universities, community
colleges or liberal art colleges--need to be well-versed in accommodating the students’ unique
needs.
Theoretical Framework and Narrative
Using Nancy Schlossberg’s transition theory (Anderson, Goodman, & Schlossberg,
2012), I will investigate the process of transitioning from high school into a small liberal arts
college. Schlossberg has been a key contributor in highlighting the significance of transitioning
for the modern adult. She describes transition as a consistent presence, as we are moving in,
moving through, or moving out of a situation (Schlossberg, 2011). Multiple transitions happen at
the same time. There are also certain life events that are significant anticipated transitions,
including beginning college, which inevitably involves multiple transitions at once (e.g., new
relationships, new setting, independence, etc.) (Schlossberg, 2011). Schlossberg’s transition
theory provides a well-documented theoretical foundation for understanding the experiences of
students with ASD as they transition into college.
According to Schlossberg (2011), four components describe a person’s experience with a
life transition: situation, self, support, and strategies. These four S’s, as they are called, are the
barriers and assets that make a transition a success or a struggle. The first S, situation, is the
context the individual is in when the transition begins. If there are other stressors in an
individual’s life, the transition becomes more difficult to manage. The next S is self, which
focuses on the individual person and how they operate. The more naturally optimistic and
persistent a person is, the easier it is to make a transition. However, if the individual is
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pessimistic and struggles with change, transitioning could be excruciating, even when the
transition is anticipated. The next S, support, is the people and resources surrounding the
individual that can be used as an outlet. If someone is starting college in a new city, but has
family in the area, this support can ease the burden of the transition. The final S is strategy. It
describes the different mechanisms one may try in order to cope with a transition. Someone
could attempt to change the situation, reframe the situation, or find outlets for stress in order to
feel better about the transition. Schlossberg recommends reflecting on the four S’s to help
determine how to best move through an anticipated transition.
Schlossberg’s transition theory is adaptive and applicable in many situations. Recent
dissertations have used Schlossberg’s theory as a foundation for their study, including military
students (Cavendish, 2017), underrepresented medical students at predominately White
institutions (Dennis, 2017), academically disqualified students, (Sitlington, 2017), community
college students (Hopkins, 2017), and dual-enrolled students (Cleaton, 2017) just to name a few.
Schlossberg’s transition theory can also apply to students with ASD making the transition from
high school to a small liberal arts college.
Schlossberg’s (2011) Four “S”s

Self

Support

Graduation from High
School

Attending a Small Liberal
Arts College

Strategy

Situation

Figure 1. Theoretical framework for Transitioning from High School to Liberal Arts College for
Students with ASD
Note: adapted from Schlossberg’s Transition Theory (2012).
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Figure 1 illustrates how the transition theory will serve as the theoretical framework for this
study. The four S’s will serve as a lens once the themes emerge from the data. This lens will
reflect on how well Schlossberg’s transition theory addresses students with ASD as they
transition from high school to a liberal arts college.
Epoche
Before the interview process was approved, I wrote a detailed description of my own
process as it relates to the focused phenomenon, called the epoche (Marshall & Rossman, 2006).
Creswell (2007) described the researcher as an active component of the research, meaning that
the researcher must articulate personal values, biases, and assumptions on the topic.
I have been working with college students with disabilities professionally for nearly a
decade. I am currently the Executive Director of Campus Life at Davenport University, which
oversees housing and residence life, student conduct, student life, wellness initiatives, and
volunteer opportunities. Along with this role, I am responsible for overseeing the entire
accommodation process for students with disabilities. I have been in this role for over two years
and have overseen the accommodation process at Davenport for four years. Previously, I was an
Academic Advisor and Student Access Coordinator at Davenport. Prior to my time at Davenport,
I was a Disability Specialist at the University of Northern Iowa (UNI).
I became very aware of disabilities and the limitations of our society at an early age. My
grandfather had Multiple Sclerosis for the majority of his adult life, requiring him to walk with a
cane. I remember being fascinated with the cane, but also very aware of his physical limitations.
He once took me to a movie as a young child; he fell as we left the theater. Being seven years
old, I was not strong enough to help him stand up and there was no nearby structure to assist
him. Luckily, a gentleman came over and helped my grandfather. I remember feeling helpless
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and frustrated at my own lack of ability to support him in a time of need. My uncle is also
cognitively impaired, and he lives near in my hometown. Throughout my high school career, I
would carpool with him as we went to our respected destinations. He was able to drive and lived
independently. We worked at our local Meijer together, but there were people who were unkind
to him simply for being different. This was also frustrating to me since the harassment was so
undeserved.
During my master’s program at Grand Valley State University (GVSU), I was a graduate
assistant (GA) in a small, private liberal arts institution called Aquinas College. My first year as
a GA, I worked in student life and was responsible for planning programs and events. I also
befriended a fellow cohort member who used a wheelchair. During one class, a fire alarm went
off and we were told to evacuate the building. My friend, being in an electric wheelchair, was not
sure how he should evacuate since elevators were forbidden during fire drills and our classroom
was on the second floor. We ended up calling campus safety and they told us that it was fine to
use the elevators in this moment since it was only a drill. Afterwards, I asked a campus safety
professional about what my friend should do if there was a real emergency. He bluntly stated,
“You just do what you gotta do.” It was infuriating that there was no plan of action for
individuals with physical limitations. From that moment, I knew I wanted to have a better
understanding of disability services in higher education and, hopefully, create positive change for
the population.
For my second year of my graduate assistantship at Aquinas College, I was granted the
opportunity to shift departments within student affairs. Based on the recent events, I gravitated
towards disability services. I was learning about the world of disability services in higher
education when I met a traditionally aged student with a diagnosis of ASD. I began meeting with
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him on a weekly basis midway through the fall semester and developed a mentor program to help
accommodate his recent struggles with academia. He seemed bright but lacked some motivation.
Being a young new professional, I assumed that I could change this motivation and help him
develop his full potential.
Throughout this process, I noticed that many of the assigned accommodations in the
classroom were not beneficial or relevant to the student nor his diagnosis. Our weekly sessions
seemed productive, but his grades never improved. At the end of the spring semester, he was
placed on academic suspension based on his poor performance. I personalized this news and it
was devastating to me. After much reflection, I found out a few things. The accommodations in
place in the classroom did not seem to relate to the barriers that he was experiencing. Also, the
lack of social connection seemed to negatively impact his overall experience in college. Finally, I
learned that all students have a right to fail, if they chose to do so.
I have grown professionally since this interaction, but it stays with me today. I have been
connected with, and passionate about, disability services for my entire professional career. I have
worked with a number of students with ASD and have seen successes and failures. I truly believe
that our society has created barriers for our individuals with disabilities, affecting their abilities
on a holistic level. I am also deeply passionate about higher education. My personal experience
in higher education has shaped me into the person I am today. I see an incredible amount of
value to the collegiate experience and my desire is for everyone to have the opportunity to
experience this transformational process. Knowing that there are societal barriers for individuals
with disabilities and barriers within the higher education system, I intrinsically want to create a
better environment for all students with all types of abilities. That being said, every student is on
their own journey and some may not have the passion, motivation, intelligence, or energy to be
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successful in higher education. I still have a desire to have all students succeed, but I also have
learned to give them the grace to fail.
Methods Overview
This phenomenological study focuses on students with ASD as they transition from high
school to a small liberal arts college. Phenomenological research is set up to discover the lived
experience of a phenomenon in order to develop a comprehensive understanding of the
occurrence (Rudestam & Newton, 2001). A phenomenological approach gives me the
opportunity to develop a close connection with the individual students who participate in the
study (VanderVeen, 2014) and hear directly from them as they describe their experiences related
to this phenomenon (Creswell, 2013). This approach demonstrates what the participants have in
common as well as highlight their unique and diverse experience (Doubblestein, 2017).
My target sample size was six students. I conducted interviews with participants and had
multiple connections, allowing me to develop a deep understanding of the lived experience of
each individual participant and how they make meaning. Data is analyzed by a comprehensive
review of the transcripts. The comprehensive review allows for me to highlight key phrases or
sentences related to the lived experience for students with ASD. Meaning is formulated and
clustered into themes by looking for commonality between the participants (Creswell, 2013).
Chapter I Summary
Transitioning from high school to post-secondary education is a difficult experience for
all students. Colleges and universities attempt to ease this transition with orientations and social
events that help develop connections to people and the environment. Students with disabilities
participate in many of these events and are also encouraged to set up accommodations with the
disability coordinator. Meeting with a disability coordinator gives students a face-to-face
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connection with a potential advocate and also assists in setting up needed accommodations.
While participating in orientation and connecting with a disability coordinator are typically
beneficial for most students, students with ASD struggle with attending orientations and finding
appropriate accommodations to meet their needs. Individuals with ASD usually have social
barriers that cause them to feel uncomfortable with large groups similar to typical orientations.
Accommodations provided for students with disabilities are not normally relevant for
individuals with ASD. The current structure in higher education addressing this transition from
high school to a college or university may not be helpful for individuals with ASD. Therefore,
this phenomenological study will focus on students with ASD making the transition from high
school to a small liberal arts college, with an emphasis on how students made meaning within the
transition process and what contributed and impeded their lived experience. Using a
phenomenological approach, the lived experience will be expressed directly from the students.
Results from this research can potentially be relevant to all higher education institutions that
hosts students with ASD.
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
The focus of the research is to understand the lived experience of students with Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD) as they transitioned from high school to a small liberal arts college.
The emphasis is on what contributed and impeded the transition for these students. Using a
phenomenological approach, the lived experiences are expressed directly from the students. Even
though research was focused solely on students transitioning to small liberal arts colleges, results
from this study can potentially be relevant to all higher education institutions that enroll students
with ASD.
This study was framed by Schlossberg’s (2012) four elements of transition theory:
situation, self, support, and strategy. The literature review establishes the context of this research
by examining services for students with disabilities from the legal perspective, a brief history and
discussion on ASD, students with ASD in education and transitioning from high school to a
university or college for students with ASD.
History of Legal Impetus to Serve Students with Disabilities
The Americans with Disability Act (ADA), initiated in 1990, is one of the most wellknown legal documents regarding individuals with disabilities. However, many historians point
to Brown v. the Board of Education (1954) as the starting point for civil rights, and the greater
conversation of rights for those with disabilities. Brown v. the Board of Education (1954) created
a foundation of inclusion, prohibiting discrimination on the basis of race. This case set the
precedence for future laws against discrimination including discrimination because of disabilities
or impairments (Alston, Russo, & Miles, 1994). Once it was implemented, this legal case opened
the door for equal access in education and in the workforce by mandating fair treatment for all
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regardless of race, color, sex, disabilities, national origin or English proficiency (Thomas, 1991).
After this monumental court case, more civil rights laws were initiated at the federal level.
The first law that specifically focused on individuals with disabilities was Section 504 of
the Rehabilitation Act, implemented in 1973. Section 504 states:
No otherwise qualified individual with a disability in the United States…shall, solely by
reason of her or his disability, be excluded from the participation in, be denied the
benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any program or activity receiving
Federal financial assistance… (34 C.F.R. Part 104.4).
Section 504 requires that a school provide free and appropriate public education (FAPE) to each
student, regardless if there is a disability (“Discrimination on the Basis,” 2017). All students who
attend schools receiving federal financial assistance must comply with Section 504 (Evans,
Broido, Brown, & Wilke, 2017). With Section 504 in place in the 1970s, significant changes
occurred to federally funded projects, including construction of buildings and hiring practices
(Evans et al., 2017). Within higher education, it was, and still is, required that all public and most
private institutions need new or renovated buildings to be accessible for those with physical
disabilities. Colleges and universities cannot discriminate against students with disabilities who
are otherwise academically qualified (Evans et al., 2017).
In 1975, Congress passed Education of All Handicapped Children Act (EHA). The EHA
established the right for students with disabilities to receive a public education and have a plan
developed, focusing on potentially attending a postsecondary institution, once they leave
secondary level (Ciccantelli, 2011). EHA was renamed the Individuals with Disabilities
Educational Act (IDEA) in 1997. Once it was passed, IDEA was only related to elementary and
secondary schools, meaning once students graduated, IDEA was no longer enforceable
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(Ciccantelli, 2011). In 2004, the Individuals with Disabilities Improvement Act (IDEIA) was
signed into law, providing sweeping and important new regulations into law (Yell, Katisyannis,
Ryan, McDuffie, & Mattocks, 2008). Specifically, there was a focus to strengthen the transition
requirements by including precise language regarding transition assessments (Morningstar &
Liss, 2008).
IDEA provides funding for special education services in the K-12 system, and the
funding is associated with the student until they graduate from high school (VanBergeijk, Klin,
& Volkmar, 2008). If the student is unable to complete high school, IDEA provides funding to
develop vocational and independent living skills training until a student reaches 22 years of age.
Since 1990, there has also been a transition goal included in the Individualized
Educational Plan (IEP) as well (Kauffman, 2005). An IEP team is created, made up of the
student, parents, secondary school educators, and a transition specialist (Eckes & Ochoa, 2005).
The transition plan is a summary of accomplishments and needs related to the listed transition
(i.e., going to college), in addition to a general report card (Eckes & Ochoa, 2005). IDEIA (2004)
stated that the IEP transition plan must include obtainable post-secondary goals relevant to the
specific student including education and employment. This transition goal is to help better
prepare the student to take the next step after high school, including entering into higher
education. Students tend not to be involved in their transition process, with only 40.29% actively
participating in the transition meetings and 24.2% listing college as a primary goal in transition
(Wei, Wagner, Hudson, Yu, & Javitz, 2016). Transition planning participation and having a
transition goal of participating in higher education are associated with higher odds of attending a
two or four-year institution (Wei et al., 2016).
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Once an individual with a disability graduates from high school, the Americans with
Disability Act (ADA) becomes the core law for creating equal access in education and the
workplace. ADA prohibited any institution, public or private, from discrimination against an
individual with a disability (VanBergeijk, Klin, & Volkmar, 2008). Title II of ADA addresses
public institutions and Title III focuses on private institutions and vocational schools. For the 43
million Americans with a disability, ADA was supposed to implement broad reform in
accessibility (Long, 2008). If a school is accessing federal dollars, it must adhere to both ADA
and the regulations from Section 504 requiring accessible programs for students with diagnosed
disabilities (Ciccantelli, 2011).
There were inherent flaws in the creation and development of ADA. Some viewed ADA
as a significant disappointment, especially in the workforce (Long, 2008) because of the
legislation’s limiting definitions of vague phrases, such as “reasonable accommodations”
(Mezey, 2009). Victims of employee discrimination still had significant hurdles to jump over and
many individuals with disabilities were still excluded from everyday activities. The biggest
inadequacy within ADA was the limiting definition of what a disability entails (Long, 2008).
According to the law, an individual must first demonstrate evidence or documentation that a
disability exists. However, the process on how to demonstrate this was vague. There were many
cases in which people with serious impairments, including: cancer, AIDS, or bipolar disorder,
were not seen as having a disability because it did not fit within the legislation’s definition
(Long, 2008). Even with the inherent flaws of ADA, there still was a significant increase in
students with disabilities attending colleges and universities (Rao, 2004). Concerned with the
limitations of ADA, Congress introduced a bipartisan legislation, the Americans with Disabilities
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Act Amendments Act (ADAAA) to reestablish the original intent of the law (Fleischer & Zames,
2012).
ADAAA was enacted on September 25, 2008 and became effective on January 1, 2009.
This enactment broadened the coverage for individuals with disabilities and included disabilities
that were less severe. According to this new law, a disability must also affect a major life activity
in order to receive accommodations (Long, 2008). Originally, ADA did not define the term
‘major life activity’ which forced the legal system to determine the definition. ADAAA made
several changes to this section and provided clarification on the previous vagueness of ADA. It
also provided broader standards for defining a disability, shifting from the Supreme Court’s
previously narrow standard (Barry, East, & Karin, 2013; Long, 2008; Madaus, 2011). ADAAA
provided a list of major life activities, including, but not limited to: “…caring for oneself,
performing manual tasks, seeing, hearing, eating, sleeping, walking, standing, lifting, bending,
speaking, breathing, learning, reading, concentrating, thinking, communicating, and working”
(Long, 2008, p. 222). The individual needs to request accommodations related to their disability.
It was required that the institution, including universities and colleges, must provide reasonable
accommodations in a timely manner.
Secondary v. Post-Secondary Law
Law and policy play a significant role in the transition from high school to higher
education for students with disabilities (Eckes & Ochoa, 2005). ADAAA and Section 504, the
two laws applicable to higher education, are civil right laws aimed to prohibit discrimination.
Thus, much of the lawsuits related to these laws in higher education are related to access (Eckes
& Ochoa, 2005). IDEA was designed to provide individualized education to each K-12 student
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with a disability. This is drastically different from ADA or Section 504 which simply states that
institutions should not discriminate.
It is imperative that students with disabilities who are making the transition into higher
education understand the different level of student responsibility that was not previously required
in K-12. Specifically, under IDEA in the K-12 system, the obligation of locating and serving
students with special needs falls on school officials (Eckes & Ochoa, 2005). By contrast, in
higher education settings, the responsibility to self-disclose and self-advocate now falls on the
student (Evans, Broido, Brown, & Wilke, 2017). Once the student discloses a disability in higher
education, the institution must make reasonable and appropriate adjustments or accommodations,
although the accommodations should not be unduly burdensome to the college or university. It
should be noted that the definition of ‘unduly burdensome’ is not truly defined within the law
(Rothstein, 2009). There have been very few cases in which the definition has been clarified.
According to Rothstein (2009), the lack of cases could be because colleges and universities are
reluctant to have their discretionary budget examined in litigation. Unless the institution has
knowledge of the student’s disability, there is no duty to accommodate under ADA (Kaplin &
Lee, 2007). In addition to students disclosing their disability, institutions require students seeking
accommodations to provide relevant documentation from a qualified medical provider, or an
appropriate party specific to the diagnosis. The student’s limitation related to the diagnosis must
be outlined within the documentation (Evans, Broido, Brown, & Wilke, 2017).
Another significant difference between secondary and post-secondary requirements is the
difference between accommodations and personal services. Under ADA, a higher education
institution is not responsible for providing personal services (i.e., assistance with eating, toileting
or dressing) for students. However, the institutions are responsible for providing
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accommodations such as: sign language interpreters, adaptive technology, and qualified readers
(Evans et al., 2017; Simon, 2000). Many accommodations in K-12 education, such as a personal
organization coach or an individual social skills mentor, are considered personal services under
ADA. As a result, these do not qualify as an accommodation in higher education (Evans et al.,
2017).
Autism Spectrum Disorder
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is considered a pervasive developmental disorder
(VanBergeijk et al., 2008) that can affect nearly every aspect of a person’s life (Hart, Grigal, &
Weir, 2010). Individuals diagnosed with ASD may have different ability levels due to the wide
spectrum the diagnosis encompasses (Hart et al., 2010). The diagnosis can be so severe that the
affected person is unable to communicate verbally. However, the same diagnosis can also be
applied to someone who is academically qualified to enroll in higher education but has some
social challenges. The National Institute of Mental Health (2016) described individuals with
ASD as often having ongoing social problems related to interacting with others, repetitive
behaviors, and limited or specific interests and activities. Symptoms of ASD are typically
discovered in the first two years of life and oftentimes impact the ability to function socially in
school, work, and other relationship-oriented areas of life.
One of the most common traits of ASD is difficulty understanding verbal and non-verbal
social interactions (Jobe & White, 2007). This difficulty makes the flow of conversations and
understanding of social cues challenging for these individuals. A person with ASD oftentimes
has a strong passion or interests in a certain subject, and they may obsessively gravitate towards
the subject even if it is not appropriate in the conversation. It is also common for individuals with
ASD to have high IQs, but struggle to interpret emotions, nonverbal communication, and passive
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language (VanBergeijk et al., 2008). This lack of connection with others can cause strong
feelings of loneliness and isolation (Jobe & White, 2007). In fact, research has shown that
individuals with ASD do not prefer to be alone but experience the isolation due to lack of social
skills and understanding (Jobe & White, 2007). Students with ASD will likely have significant
struggles with transitioning into a college or university because of the lack of social skills and
strong feelings of isolation.
History of Diagnosis
ASD is considered a relatively new diagnosis. It first appeared in the Diagnostic
Statistical Manual (DSM) in 1980. However, there has been research on individuals with similar
symptoms for over 70 years. Leo Kanner and Hans Asperger, two Austrian psychiatrists,
separately observed and documented individuals with the basic characteristics of ASD in 1944
(Bedrossian & Pennamon, 2007). Asperger’s colleague psychologist, Anni Weiss, was actually
the first person to discover and document a case in 1935 on her patient, a young boy named
Gottfield (Silberman, 2016). Gottfield had many of the same characteristics that individuals with
ASD have in the present day, including: difficulty connecting with peers, a heightened sensitivity
to sound and other stimuli, and a deeply logical mind. After completing an IQ test, Weiss
discovered Gottfield’s significant intelligence. He also discovered his severe anxiety which
hindered his academic performance.
Asperger and his colleagues began testing more children and discovered more than 200
with symptoms of ASD at various levels. Asperger also discovered ASD symptoms with fellow
scientists and musicians, and eventually made the following statement:
It seems that for success in science and art, a dash of autism is essential…the necessary
ingredient may be an ability to turn away from the everyday world, from the simply
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practical, an ability to rethink a subject with originality so as to create in new untrodden
ways. (Silberman, 2016, para. 10)
Asperger consistently made the argument that, even though they have a significant disability,
individuals with autism have talents and gifts unique to this world and need to be recognized.
After this publication, ASD slowly became more recognized to the general public.
The first year the DSM included ASD as a mental disorder, labeled as infantile autism
(Smith, 2014), was 1980. For the first time in the DSM, the label of infantile autism separated
ASD from childhood schizophrenia. Soon after, this definition evolved farther into the more
expansive definition of autism spectrum. In 1991, the federal government added autism as a
special education category and public schools began recognizing this diagnosis and offering
specialized services and supports (Smith, 2014). Asperger syndrome, which was seen as a milder
form of autism, was added to DSM in 1994, broadening the spectrum even further (Smith, 2014).
Pervasive developmental disorder not otherwise specified (PDD-NOS) was added in DSM-III,
which “was a clinical category for subthreshold manifestations of core symptoms” (Goldstein &
Ozonoff, 2018, p. 73). The additional labels related to ASD created greater awareness of the
diagnosis, but also created confusion, as there were many children with similar problems,
causing overlap among the disorders (Goldstein & Ozonoff, 2018).
In 2013, the diagnosis of ASD was broadened within DSM-V. This broadening definition
combined autistic disorder, Asperger’s disorder, childhood disintegrative disorder, and pervasive
developmental disorder not otherwise specified (PDD-NOS) into one diagnosis of Autism
Spectrum Disorder (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Along with this change, the DSMV included severity levels, based on the level of support the individual needed. The common
characteristics documented within the DSM-V for ASD are: communication deficits, struggles
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with interpreting nonverbal communication, and difficulty forming friendships (American
Psychiatric Association, 2013). According to the DSM-V, there is also a strong dependence on
routines, which can become obsessive-and severe struggles when change occurs in their
environment.
Researchers have discovered certain patterns within the ASD population. For example,
boys are 4.5 times more likely than girls to be identified with ASD (Christensen, Bilder,
Zahorodny et al., 2016). If girls are diagnosed, it is typically done later in their lives than boys
(Begeer, Mandell, Wijnker-Holmes, Venderbosch, Rem, Stekelenburg, & Koot, 2013). Hiller,
Young, and Weber (2016) found that girls with ASD present symptoms differently than boys,
making it more challenging to diagnose them at a younger age. In addition, White children are
more likely to have ASD than Black or Hispanic children (Christensen et al., 2016). White
children have higher rates of ASD, and Hispanic children tend to have the lowest rates, although
a definitive explanation is lacking on why there is such a discrepancy between ethnicities (Zaroff
& Uhm, 2012). Roughly 43% of children diagnosed with ASD demonstrated developmental
concerns before their third birthday (CDC, 2017).
It is common for individuals with ASD to have an additional diagnosed disability.
Gjevik, Eldevik, Fjaeran-Granum, and Sponheim (2011) discovered in their research that 72% of
their sample of children with ASD had at least one comorbid disorder. The most prevalent
disorders found were anxiety disorder (41%) and attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder (31%).
In a separate study, Skokauskas and Frodi (2015) found that 7% of individuals with ASD also
have bipolar disorder.
ASD is considered one of the fastest growing disabilities based on the number of
diagnoses within the United States (Loiacono & Allen, 2008). The diagnosis of ASD has
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substantially increased in recent years, with one out of every 68 children having some form of
ASD (Basken, 2017; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2017). This is a
significant increase from the 1980s, when one in 10,000 children were diagnosed (Basken,
2017). According to the CDC (2017), ASD has increased 123% from 2002 to 2010. The numbers
have remained consistent from 2010 to 2012 (CDC, 2017). The number of American adults
diagnosed with ASD is expected to reach three million by 2020 (Basken, 2017; Pelphrey, 2016).
It is estimated that there are 70 million individuals with ASD worldwide, or 1% of the global
population (Pelphrey, 2016). ASD has grown tremendously over recent years and it is expected
to continue at this rate. Due to this sudden increase since the 1980s, it is becoming more frequent
to find students with ASD attending colleges and universities (Hoffman, 2016). With this rapid
growth, administrators and faculty need to have a good understanding on how to accommodate
students with ASD.
Autism Spectrum Disorder in Today’s Society
ASD is considered the most common developmental disorder in the United States
(Bernier, Mao, & Yen, 2010). Due to this growth in diagnosis, there has been greater awareness
of the disability. The first World Autism Awareness Day, which was initiated by the United
Nations Assembly, was held on April 2, 2008 (Heiker & Yergeau, 2011). Popular culture has
also begun to have characters and stories connected to ASD, in popular movies (“Adam,” 2009;
“The Accountant,” 2017), Oscar nominated documentaries (“Life Animated,” 2016), Primetime
Emmy Award winners (Temple Grandin, 2010), and hit television shows (The Good Doctor
2017; Parenthood, 2010-2015). There is even a Sesame Street character named Julia who has
autism (Stahl, 2017). Companies (Heiker & Yergeau, 2011), museums (Rath, 2016), and movie
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theaters (MacDonald, 2015) have offered low-sensory experiences by modifying sounds, lights,
and activities to accommodate children with ASD.
Even with this increased awareness, there is still a lack of understanding about the
diagnosis of ASD (Heiker & Yergeau, 2011). Individuals still debate about the causes of ASD.
Some even debate the label itself, questioning if it should be called a disorder, disability, disease,
or simply a diversity issue (Heiker & Yergeau, 2011). Recently, there has been a growing
awareness of neurodiversity, the belief that atypical neurological development is simply a normal
human difference (Jaarsma & Welin, 2012). Thus, some individuals on the spectrum define
themselves as different, but not deficient (Hoffman, 2016). With this mindset, more people are
coming forward and being more transparent with their diagnosis. There is societal debate on
ASD, related to what causes the diagnosis, why the diagnosis has grown exponentially, and
whether it is truly a disability or simply a diversity issue. In relation to this study, none of those
issues will be the focus of this research. The focus of this research is to understand the lived
experience of students with ASD transitioning from high school to college.
More and more students with ASD are enrolling in higher education. Approximately
50,000 youth with ASD turn 18 each year (Shattuck, Steinberg, Yu, Wei, Cooper, Newman, &
Roux, 2014). About 35% of those students enter into higher education within the first six years
after high school (Shattuck et al., 2014) while roughly a quarter of young adults with ASD are
not employed or attending school (Basken, 2017). According to Basken (2017), nearly 70% to
90% of individuals with ASD are underemployed or unemployed even though almost half of
them are considered to have average or above-average intelligence. Based on these figures, it is
clear that there is untapped potential with the ASD population, especially in relation to higher
education and employment.
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Educational Experience for Students with ASD
There is a dramatic shift of accommodations and resources for students with ASD as they
transition between secondary and post-secondary education. As previously mentioned, the
responsibility of locating and serving students with ASD falls on K-12 school officials under
IDEA (Eckes & Ochoa, 2005). In higher education, however, the responsibility to self-disclose
shifts to the student with ASD. Students are expected to self-advocate for themselves in higher
education, which is a potentially dramatic shift from their experience in high school (Evans,
Broido, Brown, & Wilke, 2017). This section will discuss in detail the differences between K-12
and higher education and how these differences affect students with ASD.
Secondary Level
Students with ASD at the secondary level fall under the Individuals with Disabilities
Educational Act (IDEA) of 1990. IDEA requires secondary schools to have special education
resources for students while providing the least restrictive environment (Hadley, 2011). The least
restrictive environment is described as providing an inclusive environment for students with and
without disabilities (Rozalski, Miller, & Stewart, 2011). Multiple professionals are involved in
developing a plan of action, called an Individualized Educational Plan (IEP) to help with
programming and services related to the student’s needs (Hadley, 2011).
Under IDEA, students diagnosed with ASD are often eligible to receive accommodations,
modifications, and services (Adreon & Durocher, 2007). There may be milder cases of ASD,
though, that are not identified as autism, thus not qualifying for services under IDEA. For
students with mild symptoms of ASD, they may receive accommodations, but no additional
services or modifications under Section 504 plans (Adreon & Durocher, 2007). Both Section 504
plans and IDEA state that schools must provide free and appropriate public education to
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everyone who has a qualified disability. IDEA includes a number of specific disability
categories, including autism, meaning that students must meet certain criteria to be considered
for specific services within an IEP plan. Section 504 has a broader definition of disability but
does not offer the exact same services or interventions.
Higher Education Level
The population of students with ASD is growing and many of these students have
postsecondary school aspirations (Basken, 2017; Hart, Grigal, & Weir, 2010; VanBergeijk, Klin,
& Volkmar, 2008). Since the ASD diagnosis has increased substantially since the 1980s and
1990s, the first generation of college students with ASD have been fanning out to campuses
across the United States (Basken, 2017; Hoffman, 2016). It is estimated that between 0.7% and
1.9% of college students have ASD, although the estimates vary substantially (White, Ollendick
& Bray, 2011). Previous researchers indicated 40% or fewer individuals with ASD ever attend
college and very few receive a degree (Shattuck et al., 2012), even though half of all individuals
with ASD have average or above average intelligence (Basken, 2017; Finnegan & Finnegan,
2016; Pelphery, 2016). Efforts to include these students in mainstream activities and early
learning interventions are key contributors for the increased population of students with ASD
who are ready for higher education. Even though many students are enrolling in colleges and
universities, it is estimated that over 80% of students with ASD never graduate (Cai & Richdale,
2015; Delrieu, 2016; Rutherford, 2014). An estimated 70% to 90% of individuals with ASD are
unemployed or underemployed (Basken, 2017; Jennes-Coussens, Magill-Evans, & Koning,
2006; Kirby, 2016).
Many students on the autism spectrum do not step forward to get accommodations in
higher education, fearing the perceived stigma (Hoffman, 2016). Some experts in the ASD field
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believe that for every student with ASD who self-identifies, there may be two more who have
not disclosed their disability (Hoffman, 2016). That being said, with the recent push for
neurodiversity, the ASD population is becoming more comfortable with the diagnosis and are
coming forward (Hoffman, 2016).
There could be good reasons that students with ASD are not revealing their diagnosis
with a resource like disability services. Accommodations like extra time on tests or note taking
assistance may not be relevant to ASD (Brown & Coomes, 2016), thus deeming typical
classroom accommodations potentially useless (Hoffman, 2016) and not the proper support
needed (Ligon, 2016). For students with ASD, support is needed with executive functioning
tasks and social development, which are typically not addressed with accommodations
(Burgstahler & Russo-Glecher, 2015). Overall, though, there is very little known about what
types of accommodations or services are provided by disability services for students with ASD in
higher education (Brown, 2017).
Shattuck et al. (2012) analyzed data from the National Longitudinal Transition Study 2
(NLTS2), which was a 10-year prospective study of youth receiving special education services.
The study focused on 12 federal special education disability categories and followed them as
they left high school and transitioned into young adulthood. A total of 680 participants were in
the autism category. They found that 28% attended a 2-year college and 12.1% attended a 4-year
college or university. Another 9.3% attended a vocational or technical educational program,
while 34.9% did not participate in any postsecondary employment or educational activities. From
the study, it appeared that individuals with ASD were more likely to struggle to find ways to
participate in work and school after high school than the general population. There was also a
strong correlation between students with ASD in a lower socioeconomic status and poor
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postsecondary outcomes. The researchers believed that these findings point to potential gaps in
transition planning. They specifically requested that future research is needed to examine how
transition planning is conducted for youth with ASD, especially when related to educational and
employment services.
Parents of individuals with ASD tend to be very involved in college education, especially
in the beginning. Due to social barriers commonly associated with ASD, parents are used to
stepping in to advocate for their children and can provide insight on the student in the transition
into college (Carter, Austin, & Trainor, 2012). In the publication, Students with Asperger
syndrome: A guide for college personnel, Bork, Brown, Wolf, Klin, and Volkmar (2009)
strongly recommend building connections with parents, especially in the early stages. This
alliance helps students with ASD transition into college successfully and parents may be able to
provide some clarity on what specific needs the student may have.
In choosing a college, there are many variables to consider for a student with ASD.
Adreon and Durocher (2007) stated that students should take into account the type of college
(e.g., vocational/technical school, community college, 4-year college/university); the size of the
campus (e.g., total number of students, average class size, campus layout); and the proximity of
the campus to home. Each higher education setting offers unique benefits and drawbacks for
students with ASD. The following section will focus on three common types of higher education
institutions for individuals with ASD: community colleges, large public universities, and small
private liberal art colleges.
Community colleges
Higher education professionals recommend that students with disabilities, including
ASD, should consider starting in a community college (Adreon & Durocher, 2007). High school
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students with disabilities tend to believe that they are more likely attend a community college
(32%), compared to mentioning vocational, business or technical schools (23%), and stating
four-year colleges or universities (14%) (Newman, Wagner, Cameto, & Knokey, 2009). Specific
to ASD, 32% plan to attend a two-year institution, while 15.5% planning to attend a four-year
institution (Sanford et al, 2011). Community colleges tend to offer more individualized attention
for students, and students perform better academically in the initial phase (Perner, 2002). Other
factors also contribute to higher enrollment of students with disabilities in community colleges
including lower tuition, closer proximity to home, less rigorous admission standards, smaller
class sizes, and focus on teaching instead of research (Evans, Broido, Brown, & Wilke, 2017).
Smaller campus sizes, which are sometimes common with community colleges, can be easier to
navigate, but may also increase the visibility of being different (Perner, 2002). One significant
disadvantage to community colleges is the need to transition to another school if a bachelor’s
degree is the end goal (Perner, 2002). Thus, there are students with ASD who avoid community
colleges in order to reduce the number of transitions and allow them an opportunity to complete
a bachelor’s degree at one institution.
Public universities
Large public universities tend to have ample staff, budget, and resources. This may allow
a student with ASD to find their niche in a social and academic context (VanBergeijk, Klin, &
Volkmar, 2008). There are more majors offered at these institutions, giving the student with
ASD a chance to excel in their specific passion and strengths (VanBergeijk, Klin, & Volkmar,
2008). With the potentially large student body, there may be greater chance to find others with
common interests and passions. Large public universities often offer residential campuses, which
research has shown to be a meaningful predictor of retention for students with disabilities
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between their first and second years of college (Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2011). Large public
universities that are research-focused may offer less individualized attention and even less time
with full-time professors, since graduate students may be teaching the class in large lecture halls
(Perner, 2002). Thus, there is less individual attention at these institutions and the sheer size of
the campus may be overwhelming for students with ASD.
Private liberal arts colleges
Many small private liberal arts colleges focus a great deal of attention on the individual
interactions between professors and students and place a premium on encouraging students to
seek help (Perner, 2002; Trammell & Hathaway, 2007). A small college is more likely to offer
smaller class sizes which may offer less of a transition from high school (VanBergeijk, Klin, &
Volkmar, 2008). Smaller colleges may be more appropriate for students with ASD, who can be
easily overwhelmed by large groups and uneasy with unpredictable social interactions
(VanBergeijk, Klin, & Volkmar, 2008). Smaller colleges may have fewer resources, however,
and may not be familiar with unique holistic needs of a student with ASD. Private liberal arts
colleges can offer a similar small and interpersonal atmosphere as a community college, but with
the advantage of also offering bachelor’s degrees (Perner, 2002).
Private liberal art institutions with a religious foundation may have other factors to
address. Educators should be aware of religious rituals and activities, as this may be important
for students with disabilities who have strong religious identities (Blanks & Smith, 2009). In
direct contradiction, some students with disabilities may feel shame or stigmatized related to the
disability that could be a direct result from their own faith background, causing the desire to not
disclose their disability to the institution (Blanks & Smith, 2009). Disability support services
should be aware of this potential barrier and work closely with the religious life office and other
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resources to support students with this potentially conflicting connotation (Evans, Broido,
Brown, & Wilke, 2017).
Small private liberal art institutions offer a quality environment for students with ASD in
comparison to community colleges and large research institutions. The small campus setting
allows for students with ASD to have more individual attention and one-on-one interaction with
professors, staff, and students. These institutions also offer bachelor’s degrees, residential
campuses, a teaching-centered approach, and perhaps less of a transition from high school
(Perner, 2002; VanBergeijk, Klin, & Volkmar, 2008), allowing for students with ASD to have a
potentially smoother transition into higher education.
Transitioning
Transitioning into a college or university has been a common topic of discussion over the
past 40 years in research, especially in the fields of psychology, education, and sociology
(Goldrick-Rab, Carter, & Wagner, 2007). Much of the literature, though, has significant
theoretical and methodological deficiencies and broad general assumptions made with little
critical support (Goldrick-Rab, Carter, & Wagner, 2007). There has been a more recent approach
for a more critical perspective, raising questions about differences between students, including
race, gender, social inequalities, and disability (Goldrick-Rab, Carter, & Wagner, 2007).
Transition Theory
Using Schlossberg’s transition theory (Anderson, Goodman, & Schlossberg, 2012), I
investigated the transition from high school into a small liberal arts college for students with
ASD. Schlossberg has been a key contributor in highlighting the significance in transitioning for
the modern adult. She describes transition as a consistent presence, as we are moving in, moving
through, or moving out of a situation (Schlossberg, 2011). Multiple transitions can be happening
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at the same time. There are also certain life events that are significant anticipated transitions,
including beginning college, which inevitably involves multiple transitions at once (e.g., new
relationships, new setting, independence, etc.) (Schlossberg, 2011). As noted earlier, there are
additional transitions for students with ASD entering into higher education, such as the need to
disclose, self-advocate, and own their diagnosis. In reviewing the literature, Schlossberg’s
transition theory provides a well-studied theoretical foundation for students with ASD as they
transition into college. Schlossberg (2011) articulated four components that describe a person’s
experience with transition: situation, self, support, and strategies. These four S’s are the barriers
and assets that make a transition a success or a struggle.
Situation
The first S is situation, which is the context the individual is in when the transition
begins. The focus is on the features of the transition and how it may affect or influence the
individual (Bailey-Taylor, 2009). If there are other stressors in an individual’s life, the transition
becomes more difficult to manage (Schlossberg, 2011). For example, if a student was being
forced to attend a school by a parent’s expectation, the transition becomes more difficult (Moore,
2017). For the purpose of this research, situation will focus on the context of a student who
graduated from high school and transitioned into a small liberal arts college.
Self
Self is focused on the individual person and how they operate (Bailey-Taylor, 2009). The
more naturally optimistic and gritty a person is, the easier it is to make a transition. However, if
the individual is pessimistic and struggles with change, transitioning could be excruciating, even
when the transition is anticipated (Schlossberg, 2011). In this research, self will be a person with
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ASD, although the diagnosis is a spectrum and will provide many individualized definitions of
self from the sample.
Support
Support is the people and resources surrounding the individual that can be used as an
outlet. For example, if someone is starting college in a new city, but has family in the area, this
support can ease the burden of the transition (Schlossberg, 2011). Support can be made up of
family, friends, relationships, institutions, communities or resources (Moore, 2017). This
research will use support to focus on the people involved in the transition for the student with
ASD, perhaps including parents, guardians, disability services, professors, and advisors.
Strategies
The final component, strategies, describes the different mechanisms one may try in order
to cope with a transition (Moore, 2017). Someone could attempt to change the situation, reframe
the situation, or find outlets for stress in order to feel better about the transition (Schlossberg,
2011). This research will apply strategies by focusing on how the student is planning on coping
with this transition. Are they living on campus or getting involved in student organizations, or
are they commuting to the college and are more isolated from the college resources? Are they
utilizing disability resources, or do they remain dependent on their parents?
Social Integration and Transitioning
A significant focus of research during the transition period from high school to higher
education is how social integration affects the enrollment process, as well as the effects on
persistence and retention. Braxton and McClendon (2001) found that social integration positively
influences institutional commitment, causing an increase in persistence and retention at the
university or college. They noted that the departure of students from colleges and universities is a
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universal problem for higher education. The researchers also believed that the voluntary
departure of students could be prevented through institutional practices, such as programs like
orientation, which highlight social interaction.
Tinto (1988) believed that minority and first-generation students have the most difficulty
transitioning and adjusting in higher education. Research has shown that social integration for
minority and non-minority students is negatively affected by perceptions of discrimination and
prejudice (Cabrera, Nora, Terenzini, Pascarella, & Hagedorn, 1999). Due to this difficulty in
adjustment, programs like orientation, which describe policies, procedures, and the overall
higher education experience, are especially important for minority and first-generation students.
Orientation programs provide insight on expectations with the college or university experience
may help encourage positive interrogation into the campus community (Nguyen, Hays, &
Wetstein, 2010). Although students with disabilities were not originally considered a part of
Tinto’s research, it is natural to believe that the same difficulty adjusting to higher education
exists with the population.
Bohnert, Aikins, and Edidin (2007) found that students having difficulties connecting
socially with others benefited from increased time spent participating in social activities.
Students who reported feelings of loneliness and social dissatisfaction profited from organized
and structured social interactions and events. These activities have the potential to facilitate the
creation of deep friendships and feelings of communal acceptance. Although students with these
feelings are not described as individuals with ASD, research has already demonstrated that
individuals with ASD have feelings of loneliness and isolation (Jobe & White, 2007). Based on
this, students with ASD likely would benefit from increased time spent participating in social
activities to help their transition into higher education.
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Some institutions have already begun integrating unique programs and events for
students with ASD to help assist the transition process. Fatscher and Naughton (2012) mentioned
that student success in postsecondary institutions can be enhanced with increased activities and
services encouraging social relationships and connections. Peer mentoring, educational coaching,
and universal design within the classroom can be greatly beneficial for students with ASD (Hart,
Grigal, & Weir, 2010), although the additional resources may be a financial strain on both the
university and the student (Powell, 2016).
Stress and Transitioning into Higher Education
Students transitioning from high school into a college or university can be very stressful
experience. Students are making new connections, adjusting their relationships with family and
friends, learning time management and study habits, and understanding how to be an adult
(Parker, Hogan, Eastabrook, Oke, & Wood, 2006). Adjusting to a college or university can cause
social, emotional, and academic stress (Chickering & Reisser, 1993). Braxton and McClendon
(2001) recommend that student affairs professionals offer workshops on how to cope with stress.
Braxton, Bray, and Sullivan (1999) found that the coping strategies first-year students use
affect their social integration and thus, their persistence and retention. Therefore, workshops
during the first semester that familiarize students with different coping strategies are strongly
encouraged by the researchers. There are different beliefs on when the stress is the greatest
during this transition. Some researchers (Baker, McNeil, & Siryk, 1985) believe that stress is
most significant during the beginning few weeks of the new semester. Other researchers note that
stress increases as students anticipate leaving their friends and family (Shaver, Furman, &
Buhrmester, 1985). At any rate, when stress becomes a dominant emotion, feelings of loneliness,
nervousness, and excesses worry begin to arise (Glennon, 2001).

38

In relation to my research topic, research has shown that individuals with ASD are three
times more anxious than comparison groups and are more prone to stress particularly when it
came to coping with change, anticipation, sensory stimuli, and unpleasant events, all potentially
related to transitioning into a college or university (Gillott & Standen, 2007). Anderson, Carter,
and Stephenson (2018) conducted research on students with ASD in Australia, finding that the
majority of students reported anxiety (90.2%), depression (70.7%), and loneliness (61%) as
moderate to significant concerns. Jackson, Hart, Brown, and Volkmar (2018) focused on mental
health and college students with ASD. They found that even though their students were
comfortable academically, they struggled with loneliness, isolation, stress, and anxiety. They
found that 17.9% of their students with ASD were either likely or very likely going to attempt
suicide in the future. Research has indicated that students with ASD are more prone to mental
health challenges and concerns and this could truly affect their transition into college, as well as
their success once in college.
Orientation
Before the initial semester begins, orientation programs have been a staple for students
transitioning into a college or university (Pascarella, Terenzini, & Wolfle, 1986). Tinto (1988)
believed that orientation programs are extremely effective to increase persistence and retention if
they focus on connection and mentorship and encourage students to become an active member of
the campus community. The overarching goal in orientation is to familiarize the student with
administrative and academic regulations, create awareness for student organizations, activities
and resources, highlight student services, and select courses for the upcoming semester
(Pascarella, Terenzini & Wolfe, 1986; Schuh, Jones, & Harper, 2010). Registration, finances,
and advising are commonly discussed with parents, student leaders, staff, and faculty. All key
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resources and offices are included in order to make sure everyone has the relevant information
(Schuh, Jones, & Harper, 2010). In essence, connecting students emotionally to the institution is
the goal of orientation (Masterson, 2017). Research has shown that students who feel connected
to the institution, especially within the first six weeks of their academic career, are more likely to
persist (Masterson, 2017). This shows the need for all students, including those with ASD, to
make connections immediately during their first semester, in order to set them up for collegiate
success.
Research has demonstrated that participating in orientation helps students develop social
integration which increases the likelihood for persistence and retention (Pascarella, Terenzini &
Wolfle, 1986). Braxton and McClendon (2001) believe that orientation programs should also
develop multiple opportunities for students to connect with their peers, especially in group-based
activities. They believed that group-based activities should resemble collaborative learning that
helps encourage consistent interaction among group members, thus causing more social
integration for the student.
Students with Disabilities Transitioning into Higher Education
The transition from high school to a college or university is one of the most daunting
experiences for a student with disability (Basken, 2017; Madaus, 2005). One major piece of the
transition process for a student with a disability is establishing accommodations within the
higher educational institution. When a student with a disability transitions into a college or
university, there is an expectation that the student demonstrates ownership of the diagnosis, has
the ability to self-advocate, and has the capability to fully describe the disability and/or needed
accommodations (Evans, Broido, Brown, & Wilke, 2017). This may be a significant shift from
their high school experience. Due to the noteworthy change in expectations from administrators,
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students with disabilities often struggle with the transition from high school to a college or
university. Students with disabilities who interacted with disability services within their first year
and established accommodations performed better academically than students who pursued
support after their first year (Lightner, Kipps-Vaughan, Schulte, & Trice, 2012).
Many of these differences between high school and higher education may leave a student
feeling underprepared. The National Council on Disability (NCD) (2004) found that students
with disabilities often lack the key skills of self-advocacy or knowledge on how their disability
will affect their classroom experience. Disability services in higher education often assume that
new students have a good understanding of the different expectations between high school and a
college or university, but this is not always the case (Marshak, Van Wiere, Ferrell, Swiss, &
Dugan, 2010). New or prospective students could be unaware of the newfound social anonymity
in higher education, causing barriers in the transition (Marshak, et al., 2010.) In high school,
students often remember feeling embarrassed when others saw them going to a resource room or
receiving accommodations (Marshak et al., 2010). Higher education provides a much more
confidential setting and timeline for students with disabilities to disclose and utilize
accommodations.
At colleges and universities, it is up to the student on if they want to disclose their
disability. Receiving accommodations does not define them as it did in high school (Marshak et
al., 2010). Students with disabilities are expected to reach out to the disability services office,
self-disclose their disability, provide documentation related to the disability, request
accommodations, self-advocate to professors and staff, and utilize resources provided to them
(Hadley, 2011). Some students may benefit from coaching on how to describe their disability and
articulate what their unique needs are on campus. Along with having difficulty describing the
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disability, students may struggle adjusting to the new environment. Technology may be offered
as an accommodation, and it is potentially overwhelming for the student who is not used to it.
About 11% of undergraduate students have a documented disability (roughly 707,000
students nationwide) (“Higher Education Resource,” 2016). This ever-growing influx of students
with disabilities makes effective and accessible programming, like the orientation and the
transition process, extremely relevant and important (French, 2013). Orientation can be a great
way to refer students with disabilities to disability support services. Some orientation strategies
may include, having disability support services participate in resource fairs, using students with
disabilities as orientation leaders, highlighting registered student organizations related to
disability issues, and developing bridge programs (Evans, et al., 2017). The goal is to highlight
disability services prior to classes starting to make students aware of the resources available.
Students with ASD Transitioning into Higher Education
Students with ASD have significant challenges in transitioning to a college or university
(Adreon & Durocher, 2007; Camarena & Sarigiani, 2009; Carr, 2014; Dente & Coles, 2012;
Heck-Sorter, 2012; Shmulsky, Gobbo, & Donahue, 2015). The transition into higher education
brings changes in legal protection, greater demands in the classroom, ownership of personal
learning process, and the need to self-advocate (Dente & Coles, 2012). Routine and order are
typically desired for students with ASD yet are unable to apply due to the entirely new way of
living when entering higher education. Research has shown that students with learning
disabilities struggle with larger class sizes, limited interaction between teacher and student, and
reluctance to disclose the disability (Adreon & Durocher, 2007). Students with ASD likely
struggle with the same issues. In addition to the listed issues, students with ASD need to identify
a peer support group, create strategies to adjust to the college environment, and find appropriate
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ways to self-disclose (Altman, 2013). There is a common feeling of loneliness and isolation for
students with ASD in higher education, perhaps connected to a difficult transition (Ashbaugh,
Koegel, & Koegel, 2017). Glennon (2001) provided specific suggestions for students with ASD
as they entered into higher education:
-

a tour of campus

-

following the sequence of the specific daily schedule

-

visiting the cafeteria and outlining which specific section to sit in

-

going to the bookstore during off-peak hours in order to investigate what is available

-

meeting the teachers and discussing how the specific class operates

-

showing the student which bulletin boards announce upcoming social activities

-

meeting the residence hall staff so that the student knows who to go to with questions

-

communicating with roommate prior to arrive on campus

-

reviewing the schedule of activities for the first week and discussing which activities
would be of interest to the student

-

identification of safe places

-

an overview of what to expect during the first several days of orientation

-

set up a meeting time with support staff during the first several days to touch base and
determine if any areas have not been planned for adequately (p. 186).

Heck-Sorter (2012) conducted a case study focusing on the academic and social
experience for students with ASD as they transitioned and persisted through a 4-year public
university in the western United States. Using Schlossberg’s transition theory as the conceptual
framework, Heck-Sorter interviewed seven students with ASD at one university and found some
common challenges and experiences. Four themes arose from the interviews: (1) academic
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experience, (2) social experience, (3) source of support, and (4) aspirations for and after a
degree. There were also specific challenges found with this population, including a lack of selfadvocacy skills, difficulty with relationships from peers or instructors, and struggling to manage
stress and time management. The setting was at a large public university, which commonly has
significantly more resources than smaller, private, liberal arts institutions. Even with fewer
resources, private liberal art institutions are still a draw for individuals with disabilities due to the
possibility of more one-on-one connection (Adreon & Durocher, 2007).
Van Hees, Moyson, and Roeyers (2015) focused on students with ASD and their
experience in the college setting. The researchers met with 23 students from Belgium and
conducted semi-structured interviews. Many students with ASD were overwhelmed with the
sheer amount of choices to make and struggled to understand the consequences of the choices.
The transition from high school to college was frightening and many students assumed the need
to develop a new routine and structure for self-preservation. Others attempted to cope with the
lack of structure, knowing that being too dependent on routine would cause barriers for new
experiences. Students also consistently expressed the desire to fit in and find a social group.
Although this data collection was done in a completely different country than the United States,
there are certainly some key takeaways since the data came directly from students with a
diagnosis of ASD.
Camarena and Sarigiani (2009) asked a group of 21 students with ASD, along with 20
mothers and 13 fathers, for their recommendations that would help with college transition. The
students’ ages ranged from 12 to 19 years, meaning that all student participants were actively
involved in secondary education and had not begun their higher education experience. Both
mothers and fathers stated academic accommodations as being an important form of support,
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including assistive technology and testing accommodations. Mothers also reported coursework
improvements, as in flexibility in terms of what coursework is required outside the student’s area
of specialization. The most significant item listed for students, mothers, and fathers to help assist
in transitioning were nonacademic recommendations. Students highlighted transition planning
and orientation activities, like meeting professors before classes and attending practice classes. A
basic life skill session in orientation was also mentioned. The top category mentioned for
mothers and fathers, and second for students, was assistance in social interaction. Mentors, a
buddy system, or an on-call professional were recommended. A significant piece to keep in mind
with this data set is the students involved have no experience in higher education and only made
assumptions on what was needed in order to make a successful transition into higher education.
Students with ASD Transitioning into a Liberal Arts Institution
Even though there has been a recent focus on students with ASD transitioning into higher
education, I was able to only find one article that was specifically focused on the transition to a
liberal arts institution. Shmulsky, Gobbo, and Donahue (2015) focused on a specific transition
program for students with ASD within a liberal arts college, although the program was never
peer-reviewed and operated more as an institutional guide. The transition program focused on
five aspects to help ensure an opportunity for success: early contact with students, helping them
get familiar with campus, becoming a united team with the parents, unique academic advising
and specialized housing assignments, and continual support throughout the first year. Their
research was conducted at a small liberal arts college and functioned as a subset of the larger
orientation process within Student Affairs. Roughly 30 students voluntarily participate each year
and 85% are male. There has not been a formal assessment of the transition program, but there
have been favorable outcomes for the participating students. During the first year, 90% of the

45

participants were able to continue on for their second year. In comparison, 84% of all first-year
students at the college persisted to year two. Also, the cumulative GPA of the students in the
transition program was 2.74, higher than the cumulative GPA of all students at the college,
which was a 2.58. The second year also demonstrated similarly consistent results. The research
transition program, students with ASD can be successful and potentially flourish in higher
education. I was unable to find any further research on students with ASD transitioning from
high school to a liberal arts institution.
Chapter II Summary
ASD has been around for decades, although the definition of the diagnosis has changed
drastically. In recent history, the population has grown exponentially with little explanation but
many theories. With this influx of population, individuals with ASD have become college bound,
but struggle in the post-secondary environment. Special education laws, like Americans with
Disabilities Act (ADA), are in place to protect students with disabilities and require higher
education institutions to reasonably accommodate individuals. Although there are many
accommodations available to students, it is debatable on how relevant they are for students with
ASD. One barrier in particular may be in the initial transition from high school to college, which
is a difficult period of all students. Chapter III will focus on the method used for this study and
Chapter IV will focus on the results of the research. Chapter V will discuss the takeaways from
the research.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLODY
Chapter Overview
Chapters I and II summarized the researchable problem of students with Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD) transitioning from high school to a small liberal arts college. Chapter I
provided a summary of the research, highlighting the problem and purpose of the research, and
establishing the foundation for the dissertation. Chapter II served as the literature review for the
topic, by describing disability law, ASD as a diagnosis and the cultural significance of the
disability, disability services in higher education, and concluding with transitioning into college
for general students, students with disabilities, and finally, students with ASD.
In Chapter III, I discuss the phenomenological approach and describe the sampling, data
collection, and data analysis. I also discuss my personal history with the topic in order to
demonstrate my subjectivity as a researcher. Finally, I conclude the chapter with the limitations
and delimitations of this study.
Research Design
There are three basic approaches to research according to John W. Creswell (1998):
quantitative, qualitative, and mix methods. Quantitative methods “...involves the process of
collecting, analyzing, interpreting, and writing the results of a survey” (p. xxiv). By using
surveys and experimental research, quantitative methods typically include close-ended questions
and numeric results. Qualitative procedures use a different approach in collecting data, by
collecting “…open-ended data, analysis of text or pictures, representation of information in
figures and tables, and personal interpretation” (p. xxiv). The third approach, mixed-methods,
utilizes both methods. For the purpose of this study, I used the qualitative method.
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Qualitative research is set up to gather an authentic version of a participant’s lived
experience and their understanding of a phenomenon (Doubblestein, 2017). By using open-ended
questions, qualitative research is used when a complicated and deep issue is related to a
phenomenon that perhaps is not common (Creswell, 2013). Qualitative research provides a
method of understanding even if there is no previous research conducted on the subject.
The researcher in the qualitative approach operates as the perspective for the study,
meaning that all data has a subjective lens because of the researcher’s bias (Creswell, 2013). Due
to this conceivable bias, qualitative research encourages the researcher to reflect on their role and
own their potentially skewed views (Creswell, 2013). Using interviews and open-ended
questions allows the researcher to search for shared themes or patterns. It is also common to have
the research be conducted in the usual milieu of the subject.
A phenomenological method is used when the goal of the research is to describe the lived
experience of a phenomenon for multiple individuals (Creswell, 2013). In a similar vein,
Rudestam and Newton (2001) stated, “When phenomenology is applied to research, the focus is
on what the person experiences and its expression in language that is as loyal to the lived
experience as possible” (p. 38). This approach allows an individual to fully describe their lived
experience and does not allow other outside perspectives or variables to alter the information.
My study will be a phenomenological approach, meaning that as the researcher, I must go deep
into the lived experience of the individual to understand the complexity of the phenomenon
(Creswell, 2013). There are few, if any, studies focusing on students with ASD transitioning into
a small liberal arts college setting from high school; therefore, this study seeks to fill a gap in the
literature.
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There are two different methods of phenomenological research, according to Moustakas
(1994): heuristic and empirical. Heuristic research begins as a challenge or question of universal
significance. Through dialogue, art, personal documentation, and various other aspects, a wellfounded composited response is developed. Empirical, however, uses reflective analysis by the
participants in order to get a sense of the lived experience. From there, the researcher interprets
and reflects on the data composited and presents an understanding of what the experience means,
thus potentially creating a general meaning. Due to the purpose of this study, I used an empirical
phenomenological approach.
Theoretical Paradigm for Qualitative Research
In order to conduct qualitative research, I as the researcher must be transparent of my
own bias and subjectivity. Connected with this perspective, it is expected that the researcher
articulates the theoretical paradigm that will be used as the lens of the research. For the purpose
of this research, I am using social constructivism as my paradigm. According to Creswell (2013),
individuals with the social constructivism worldview seek to understand the world in which they
live and work and develop subjective meaning of their experiences. The subjective meaning,
which is directed at certain objects or things, “…are varied and multiple, leading the researcher
to look for the complexity of views rather than narrow the meaning into a few categories or
ideas” (p. 24). Multiple realities are possible and assumed in constructivism, compared to one
objective reality within the positivist perspective (Schwandt, 1994).
In research, a social constructivism methodology encourages the researcher to rely as
much as possible on the participants’ view of the experience (Creswell, 2013). The individual
perspective is often developed socially, through “…interaction with others and through historical
and cultural norms that operate in individuals’ lives” (p. 25). From open-ended questions and a
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deep understanding within the conversation, the researcher will attempt to make sense of “…the
meaning others have about the world” (p. 26). The relationship between the researcher and the
participant is significant, meaning that rapport, reflexivity, and trustworthiness are values of
social constructivism (Glesne, 2006). This research will be framed with the social constructivism
paradigm by focusing on the participant and their own interpretation of their experience and how
they made meaning of the phenomenon.
Sampling, Participants, Access, and Setting
The research was framed in a phenomenological approach, meaning that it was essential
for the sample population to have direct experience with the known phenomenon (Creswell,
2013). The phenomenon I explored was the transition from high school to a small liberal arts
college for students with ASD. The phenomenological approach works best if it involves a small
number of participants in order to analyze patterns and shared meanings (Moustakas, 1994).
Past research has demonstrated the need for individuals with ASD to be the ones
speaking about their experience, and not to have parents or professionals speaking on behalf of
this population (Cullen, 2015; VanderVeen, 2014). Over 20 years ago, Stone and Priestly (1996)
specified that people with disabilities are the true experts in their own experience. More recently,
Lewiecki-Wilson, Dolmage, Heilker, and Jurecic (2008) stated that the most important voice
related to disability services in higher education is from the students themselves, meaning that
professional staff need to resist the urge to speak for them. Altman (2013) specified that with so
little research on college students with ASD, the students themselves are the obvious authority
on their own lived experience. Since I am interested in students with ASD and their lived
experience in transitioning from high school to a small liberal arts college, and how they make
meaning of this experience, I needed to hear their voices directly. VanderVeen (2014) stated that
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a phenomenological approach offers an opportunity for people with disabilities to have a voice in
the research related to their lived experience. This is why phenomenology was the most
appropriate research design for my topic.
In this study, I interviewed seven students with the diagnosis of ASD. They all attended
liberal arts colleges and discovered the unique barriers and assets they experienced in their
higher education settings. Creswell (1998) states the sample size may range from 5 to 25
individuals in order for the data to reach saturation. I surpassed my initial goal of six students,
reaching saturation, although it was very difficult finding this sample population.
I completed a Human Subjects Institutional Review Board (HSIRB) application from
Western Michigan University (WMU), the institution at which I am a doctoral student. The
purpose of an IRB is to protect the individuals involved and make sure there is no mistreatment
of local, state, and federal laws during the research (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). The human
subjects review board at WMU approved the processes laid out in my study. After receiving IRB
approval (see Appendix A), I applied for and received IRB approval from all institutions that
required it before connecting me with their students. When using listservs, I followed their
guidelines and only reached out when appropriate and approved. The purpose, risk, and benefits
of the research were made aware to the potential participants through letters sent to their email
address. More information on this process will be articulated in greater detail later.
I oversee disability services at Davenport University, so it was not appropriate for me to
use my own students due to the sensitive nature of the topic and my own personal involvement in
their academic progress. Also, Davenport University is not designated as a liberal arts college. I
originally planned to work with neighboring institutions to find my sample. My first effort to
reach the sample population was through utilizing disability service offices through the Michigan
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Association on Higher Education and Disability (MI-AHEAD). Founded in 1987, MI-AHEAD is
a not-for-profit organization for professionals working with students with disabilities in higher
education within the state of Michigan. Colleges and universities can sign up to participate and
attend their monthly meetings, annual conferences, and receive access to their listserv. MIAHEAD is also an affiliate member of the Association on Higher Education and Disability
(AHEAD), a national organization for professionals working with students with disabilities in
higher education. I connected with all liberal art colleges associated with MI-AHEAD but only
had one student who was interested in participating in the research.
In an attempt to broaden my sample population after the disappointing results from MIAHEAD, I made multiple adjustments to my study. The qualifications of my sample population
were simplified by removing the age requirement and the year status of the student. The focus
was now simply being a student with ASD enrolled in a liberal arts college. I created flyers to be
posted on college campuses to generate interest in the research and connect to the student.
These adjustments did not generate any further interest, so after consulting with my
dissertation chair, the decision was made to broaden the region to include students from the
entire Midwest region as eligible participants and allow digital interviews such as Skype and
Facetime as the primary context for conducting research. I offered a $25 gift card for those who
fully completed the interview process as an incentive. Finally, I included outlets via social
media, listservs, and online blogs to reach students directly. All of these changes were submitted
to and approved by WMU’s HSIRB. These adjustments ultimately generated interest from
eligible students, producing seven willing participants.
I used purposeful sampling in this study. This sampling style allows for strategic thought
on which sites may have the largest sample population and for decision-making from the
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researcher on who should be sampled (Creswell, 2013). This provided me with flexibility in
finding appropriate participants. Since the population is specific and potentially uncommon at
some institutions, random sampling was not a sufficient option.
In order to develop a credible pool of participants, I used MI-AHEAD as a source of
connecting with Michigan-based small liberal arts colleges and listservs, social media, and online
blogs to connect with participants in the Midwest region. Using MI-AHEAD, I reached out to all
liberal art colleges in the state and asked if they would be willing to participate in the research.
After confirmation of participation and approval from their IRB if required, I had the disability
services coordinator at the liberal arts institution send out approved communication in hopes of
connecting with students with ASD attending their colleges (see Appendix B). Using the
disability services coordinator as the initial messenger was significant for multiple reasons.
Areas outside of the disability support office typically have limited knowledge about students
who have disabilities and the student roster is confidential. Also, the disability coordinator has
likely developed a rapport with the student, meaning the initial message came from a trusted
source. Due to the sensitive nature of the disability, it was extremely important to take precaution
in sending out the communication for this study.
The disability coordinator at the liberal arts college sent out the email to all students who
met the following criteria: (a) have a diagnosis of ASD on file in the disability services office,
and (b) currently attend their institution. All students participating in the research needed to have
a diagnosis of ASD in order to have relevancy to the focus of the study. This was confirmed
through their registration within the disability services office. This eliminated the need for
individuals to provide medical documentation to me verifying the diagnosis, since they had
already established accommodations at their post-secondary institution.
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The sample pool was created by the initial email from the disability coordinator at
various colleges in Michigan. The email included an introductory statement and a consent form
(see Appendices B & C). The letter introduced me as the researcher and went over the purpose of
the study and the role of participants. The letter asked the student to confirm their willingness to
participate by reading the criteria, completing and scanning the consent form provided with the
email. There was a chance that the student may not be selected for the final study, so all
participants were notified of this possibility. Once I received the completed consent form, I sent
an email directly to the student thanking them for their willingness to participate and confirming
their name and email address. This step removed the disability coordinator from being the main
communicator and allowed me to have direct connection with the participants.
In a similar fashion, I reached out to potential students via relevant listservs, blogs, and
social media. I informed the parties about the research topic and asked if they knew of someone
who would be willing to participate. Occasionally, additional questions were addressed. Students
reached out directly to me if they were interested in participating in the research. I thanked them
for their interest and sent an email including the introductory statement and a consent form (see
Appendices B & C). Once I received the completed consent form, I sent an email directly to the
student thanking them for their willingness to participate and confirming their name and email
address. I coordinated a time to meet with them and confirmed their preference of Facetime or
Skype.
Data Collection Methods and Procedures
As mentioned earlier, I selected phenomenology as my methodology because I wanted to
focus on the lived experience of students with ASD as they transitioned from high school into a
small liberal arts college. The phenomenological approach aligned well with my research focus
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and was the best method to address the research questions: How do students with ASD
experience and describe their transition from high school to a small liberal arts college? What
experiences do students with ASD consider to be positive assets in making this transition? What
specific challenges do students with ASD face when making this transition?
Process for Data Collection
The following is a description of my procedures for data collection. Before any
appointments were scheduled, students received a confirmation email giving greater detail about
the research and notification that they would be digitally recorded using a voice-activated audio
device during the interview. The email requested that the interview take place on the student’s
campus at a recommended location from the disability coordinator if possible. If student did not
want to meet in-person or the student attended college outside of Michigan, I presented them an
option to be interviewed via Skype or Facetime. Following the confirmation email, I reached out
to the student via their preferred communication and scheduled the 60-minute interview. I sent a
follow-up email prior to the scheduled interview.
When I arrived at the on-campus scheduled interview, I first connected with the disability
coordinator and had them show me the scheduled location on campus. Once the individual
arrived, I introduced myself and did a brief overview of the interview process, reminding the
student that I would be using a recording device. In addition, I took notes during the interview. I
also brought an approved interview protocol to guide our discussion (see Appendix D). After the
interview was completed, I explained the next steps of the study, asked for the opportunity for
further contact, and thanked them for their time and effort. Finally, I sent a follow-up email,
thanking them again for their participation.
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Interviews conducted via Skype or Facetime occurred in similar fashion. I confirmed
with the student their phone number by which to connect with them. Once the individual
answered the call, I introduced myself and did a brief overview of the interview process,
reminding the student that I would be using a recording device. In addition, I took notes during
the interview. I also brought an approved interview protocol to guide our discussion (see
Appendix D). After the interview was completed, I explained the next steps of the study, asked
for the opportunity for further contact, and thanked them for their time and effort. Finally, I sent
a follow-up email, thanking them again for their participation
Interviews
The primary form of data collection for the study was interviews; I also used my own
notes. The following is a detailed description of how data collection was accomplished within
the interview.
The interviews were framed as an in-depth process by utilizing open-ended questions and
active listening. The main objective in the interview process was for participants to share their
story surrounding the transition from high school to a small liberal arts college. I was responsible
for creating a safe and welcoming environment in order to establish comfort for the participant
and allow them to express their lived experience (Creswell, 2013). This sense of comfort was
essential given the unique needs of the population. As described in Chapter II, individuals with
ASD tend to prefer routine, structure, and consistency (Finnegan & Finnegan, 2016). My
objective as the researcher was to provide a consistent presence that allowed the individual to
express their lived experience. The interview was semi-structured, with some prompts
established and approved by IRB prior to the actual interview; these questions guided the
conversation (Rudestam & Newton, 2001).
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The Interview Protocol (see Appendix D) consisted of interview questions developed and
approved prior to the launch of the research. The questions were created in order to elicit
information and address my research questions. These questions were not provided to the
participants beforehand, and focused on the student’s high school experience, and their
experience transitioning into a small liberal arts institution. If the participant stalled or was
unsure about how to address the question provided, I used probes to assist them. These probes
were used only to deepen my understanding of their lived experience within the phenomenon.
Data Analysis
I followed Creswell’s (2007) guidelines in data analysis by completing the following
steps: (a) organizing the data; (b) immersion in the transcripts (i.e., multiple readings, finding
significant statements in each transcript, etc.); (c) creating categories and finding themes; (d)
coding data; (e) offering interpretations and alternatives; and (f) presenting the findings. The
following is a detailed explanation of the data analysis process.
Once the interview was completed, I transcribed the digital recording using Temi, an
advanced speech recognition software. Temi provided speech to text transcription, allowing a
researcher to listen to the recording as the transcription is created. This provided multiple
opportunities for me to read and re-read the transcript with the audio recording playing at the
same time. Through this, I was able to confirm accuracy and consistency between the recordings
and the transcriptions. In doing this, I also completed Creswell’s (2007) first guideline in data
analysis, which is organizing the data. Following this, I read and re-read the transcripts in order
to have a general sense of the message expressed in the data (Rudestam & Newton, 2001).
Memoing was utilized as needed to document my thought processes as I immersed myself in the
data. I created a narrative for the participant, and highlighted key phrases or points, without
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focusing on the research questions. Once I collected the major statements, I began to cluster
them into different groups and discovered connections. The goal was to hear the lived
experiences and see if there were connections between the participants.
After immersing myself in the data, I began developing categories, clusters, and themes.
During phase one, I coded the data with an inductive approach allowing themes or patterns to
emerge (Marshall & Rossman, 2014). I compared these themes with the interviews to see which
patterns were consistent and universal among the participants. Through this, I found similarities
and differences across student’s experiences and began developing themes on my research.
During phase two, I reflected on the themes through my theoretical lens: the four categories of
Schlossberg’s (2011) transition theory of self, situation, support, and strategy. For this study, the
primary sources of data came be from the interviews and from my own observations and notes.
Validation, as described by Creswell (2013), is seen as a strength of qualitative research.
Through validation, value or accuracy is added to the study through “…extensive time spent in
the field, the detailed thick description, and the closeness of the researcher to participants in the
study” (p. 250). There are two ways I insured trustworthiness of my research. A rich, thick,
description was my first choice for validation, by describing “…in detail the participants or
setting under study (p. 252).” Details of the participants, such as their nonverbal communication,
the timing, and the activity description can help build the context of the interview and improve
trustworthiness. Member checking, as described by Creswell (2013), was used to confirm the
accuracy of the data as my second way to confirm validation. Once the transcripts were
completed and reviewed, I provided them to my participants, encouraging them to make any
corrections or additions. I also offered a phone call or email communication if there were any
concerns or questions from the participants. Peer debriefing, in which the researcher makes
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arrangements with a credible source to process information (Rossman & Marshall, 2014), was
applied to this research as well. I consulted with my chair through nearly every step of the data
analysis process to make insure I was on track and focusing on appropriate areas.
Limitations and Delimitations
Limitations are shortcomings that the researcher cannot control (Creswell, 2013). There
are many limitations associated with this study. Based on the nature of ASD, a limitation of this
study may be that not all participants were able to truly articulate their lived experience based on
the nature of the disability (VanderVeen, 2013). Due to this issue, there were ample attempts to
develop connection and rapport with the participants by conducting interviews in a safe place
and offering other forms of contact (i.e., Skype calls) if the student chose to connect in a
different context. Similarly, the individuals may not be ready to share information at the time of
the interview (Creswell, 2007), based on perhaps the researcher not asking the right questions or
not having a shared understanding. This was addressed by offering clarification to questions,
rephrasing if necessary, and providing a safe space for the participants. My participants also were
primarily White, with one exception of a student who is Asian American, which is a limiting
factor. Even though this reflects the national trend of ASD demographics, my study does not
reflect a wide range of demographics.
Another possible limitation to the study was that most of my participants (six of the
seven) had a second diagnosed disability that often seemed more significant in shaping their
college experience. Many of these disabilities were directly related to the accommodations the
students received in college. It also is impossible to truly understand and separate their
experience based on their disability. For example, Ashley was diagnosed with bi-polar disorder
and ASD. She suffered from panic attacks and consistent anxiety throughout her high school and
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college experience. It is unreasonable for Ashley to categorize her experience based on her
disability or mental health. Ashley described her lived experience and she shared her diagnosed
disabilities. The findings could certainty be altered if different students were involved, who
perhaps had ASD as their only disability.
All the students who participated in the study were registered with disability services.
Research has shown that there are many students with ASD who avoid disability services for fear
of a perceived stigma (Hoffman, 2016). My findings should not be assumed to define the
experience for all students with ASD in a liberal arts college. The most appropriate way to
understand my findings is to focus on the seven students who contributed to the research.
A final limitation was my final sample of students who participated in the study. The
original premise of this study was to focus on the lived experience for students with ASD from
high school to a liberal arts college. My desired participants were going to be first year students
who had recently experienced their transition into college. Due to the lack of available
volunteers, I broadened my scope. The seven students who participated in the study were at
various stages of their college career. That being said, all of the participants were able to reflect
on their transition into college.
A possible delimitation, although it could also be presented as a strength, is the reliance
on disability coordinators for the initial connection to participants. In having the disability
coordinators making the initial contact, I relied on their rapport with their students. This could be
perceived as a positive or a negative. Also, although my participants were from the West Coast,
Midwest, and East Coast, all colleges included in this study were from the Midwest. Cultural and
traditional norms are most certainly different depending on the location, region, and setting.
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The findings should not be assumed to have relevancy to all students with ASD in higher
education. Due to the uniqueness of autism itself and the specific population only focused in
liberal arts institutions, the data presents a very specific and targeted audience.
Chapter III Summary
This chapter focused on methods used to collect and analyze the data related to the
phenomenon of the lived experiences of students with ASD transitioning from high school to a
small liberal arts college. The goal was to find a sample of students who recently experienced the
phenomenon and engage them in a discussion guided by open-ended questions to reflect on their
lived experience. Using a phenomenological methodology, multiple in-depth interviews were
conducted. I collected data and searched for common themes and patterns in order gain a better
understanding of the student’s lived experience. Chapter IV will focus on the results of the
research and Chapter V will discuss the takeaways from the research.
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CHAPTER IV
RESULTS
The focus of this study is to understand the lived experience of students with Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD) as they transition from high school to a small liberal arts college. The
emphasis of this research is on what contributed to the transition for these students as well as
what challenges they faced. Using a phenomenological approach, the lived experiences were
expressed directly by the students during semi-structured interviews. Even though this study is
focused solely on students transitioning to small liberal arts colleges, results from this study can
potentially be relevant to other types of higher education institutions that enroll students with
ASD.
The overarching research question was: How do students with ASD experience and
describe their transition from high school to a small liberal arts college? The sub questions
include:
1. What experiences do students with ASD consider to be positive assets in making this
transition?
2. What specific challenges do students with ASD face when making this transition?
Seven students participated in this phenomenological study. Through one-on-one semistructure interviews, I was able to collect rich and detailed descriptions of the lived experience of
students with ASD as they transitioned from high school to a small liberal arts college. After
listening, reading, and immersing myself in each transcription multiple times, I was able to
delineate units of meaning. I reviewed the notes of each student participant and observed patterns
in the way their transition experience was articulated. These patterns and meanings were then
formatted into clusters, which led to the formation of themes.
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Summary of Participants
Seven interviews were conducted with students at various stages of their educational
career. One interview was completed face-to-face, while the other six were accomplished
through digital video conferencing (i.e., Skype and Facetime). Students were eligible to
participate in the research if they met the following criteria: (a) have a diagnosis of ASD on file
in the disability services office and (b) attends a small liberal arts college.
All students had full-time status at their institutions at the time of the interview and were
in good academic standing. Each undergraduate student class standing was represented, ranging
from a freshman in his first semester to three students in their final year. All students attend four
different private, liberal arts colleges in the Midwest (specifically, Michigan, Ohio, Minnesota,
and Missouri); the undergraduate enrollments at these colleges range from approximately 767 to
2,078, and all are primarily residential colleges. One participant in this study attended a college
that is religiously affiliated (Roman Catholic), while the other three colleges are nonsectarian.
Two females and five males participated in the study and they ranged in age from 18 to 23 years
old. Six of the seven students participating have two or more diagnosed disabilities, the most
common being ADHD.
Participant Narratives
The narratives of the seven participants are provided below. Any identifying information
was purposely removed or manipulated to protect the anonymity of each person. The intention of
the research was to hear directly from students themselves and not to have another person speak
on their behalf. The narratives are in order of interview date and are presented by the pseudonym
they chose.
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Dante. Dante is an 18-year old, White male who just completed his first semester in
college. After graduating from high school in 2018, he enrolled in a small liberal arts college in
the Midwest. The college is in the same city as his hometown and he chose to live on campus in
a freshmen residential hall. His mother also happens to work at the college. Dante was pleasant
and energetic for the interview. He arrived early and was very cooperative and kind through the
process.
Dante was diagnosed with ASD during high school. He was preparing for college and
underwent testing to confirm his diagnosis of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).
During the testing, it was also confirmed that he had ASD. He has always struggled with
developing and maintaining friendships. He performed well academically in high school,
although he struggles with time management and staying on top of his homework.
College was not a personal goal for Dante, though his parents expected him to pursue
higher education. He chose the small liberal arts college because his mother works there, and the
environment felt like high school. Orientations and transition programming were not memorable
to Dante, and he struggled getting acquainted with the campus during the first semester. He has
made some attempts to get involved in a few clubs and organizations, but mostly stays in his
room and watches YouTube videos. He does enjoy the small class sizes and being able to talk to
his professors. Disability services has been helpful, and there have been a few times in class
when he has used his accommodations. His advice to freshmen with ASD is to talk to people. He
states that he should listen to his own advice but is “too nervous and socially awkward to do so.”
Bruce. Bruce is a 23-year-old, White male student who is in his final semester of college.
He graduated from a public high school in 2013. The college he attends is 45 minutes from his
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hometown, and he has resided on campus throughout his collegiate career. He was diagnosed
with ASD in elementary school and has struggled with depression since high school.
Bruce’s interview took place via Skype. He chose to conduct the interview in a somewhat
public place with other people in the nearby vicinity. Bruce responded with short answers and
seemed nervous about the interview, so the setting could have been a significant factor.
High school was a challenging time for Bruce. His main takeaway from high school was
“not being liked much for things that I did,” and “trying to be normal but failing at that.” He
always had the mindset that he wanted to go to college but did not have many other goals outside
of that. His ASD triggered some issues socially as loud noises and flashing lights make Bruce
uncomfortable. Bruce only applied to one school and was drawn to it because of the close
proximity to his hometown, the small class sizes, and the assumption that faculty members take a
keen interest in their students.
He reported that the transition programming the summer before college had little impact
on his college experience. He struggled academically and socially early in college. Bruce was
eventually befriended by a floormate and this helped him create a social group. He became
involved in registered student organizations and found a passion for education as a career choice.
Disability services has been highly disappointing to him, as he barely used any accommodations
and found the disability coordinator difficult to work with. His recommendation for students with
ASD is to have certain supports in place and to be willing to try new things. According to Bruce,
“It’s important to be open to change.”
Greeny. Greeny is a 20-year-old White male from the West Coast. He attended a large
public high school and decided to enroll in a small liberal arts college in the Midwest. Greeny
was diagnosed with ASD when he was very young and was also recently diagnosed with
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Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) in college. Greeny’s interview was conducted via Skype. He
was alone in his room when the interview took place and was very transparent and thoughtful
with his answers.
Greeny was academically successful in high school, although he admitted that he spent a
lot of time on academics and felt like he needed more time to complete work compared to his
peers, which frustrated him. He had two friends and some acquaintances but didn’t really feel
close to anyone. College was always on the agenda, especially due to both his parents having
doctoral degrees. He offered, “There was definitely a lot of pressure to attend college.”
Greeny, with the encouragement of his parents, applied to 15 different colleges all across
the United States. He wanted to attend a small liberal arts college setting to gain a more cohesive
experience and wanted to have the ability to recognize everyone on campus. He chose the
college in the Midwest because it was small and accessible. He also attended a pre-college
program at the college, which left a positive impression on him. The distance from home was not
a concern for Greeny, nor his parents.
Greeny did participate in orientation and transition programming but did not find it was
very helpful and not a good depiction of what the college experience is truly like. He
encountered academic and social challenges right away during his freshmen year. He continued
to struggle during his second year, causing him to drop out of a college for a period of time and
return home. During this time, he saw a psychologist and was diagnosed with ADD. He has
made some attempts to get involved on campus but is not comfortable in large social settings.
Greeny only interacted with disability services once he was diagnosed with ADD, although his
ASD diagnosis is on file. He is happy with what he has been able to accomplish thus far in
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college. His advice for students with ASD is if “you’re struggling emotionally or academically or
whatever, that you shouldn’t be afraid to reach out to people.”
Ashley. Ashley is a 22-year-old, White female from the Midwest. She was diagnosed
with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in college, along with bi-polar disorder. She has also
struggled with anxiety throughout her educational career. That being said, she currently has a 3.8
GPA and is hopeful to graduate in the near future. Ashley’s interview was through Facetime. She
was in her dorm room and seemed comfortable sharing her story, including some tough aspects
of her life.
Ashley’s high school experience was “okay,” although she had trouble making
connections with her peers. She attended a large public school and performed well academically.
Soccer was also a significant part of her life, and she made a lot of acquaintances through the
team, but few have had lasting connections. She always had aspirations to go college.
Ashley was very focused on finding a college near her home. She does not drive due to
severe panic attacks and proximity to her parents was essential. She applied to six institutions but
chose her college because it is a small liberal arts college, close to home, and felt like the
professors were accessible. There was a kickoff for freshmen offered to Ashley, but she chose
not to participate due to anxiety. She also had no memories of an orientation event.
The transition to college was not difficult for Ashley, at least initially. She was in a selfdescribed manic state, so she was very outgoing and performed well academically. After the first
semester, she entered into a depressive state and has had trouble finding a happy medium.
Academics has been a struggle to keep up due to her self-described “terrible mental health.” She
utilizes many resources but still struggles with suicidal ideation.
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Ashley has lived on campus throughout her college career. She was initially involved in
soccer but dropped out due to social demands. She lived by herself for a few years and got an
emotional support animal (ESA). She is now living in a suite with some friends and
acquaintances. She has been overall disappointed with disability services and tends to simply talk
with the professors about accommodations. Her recommendation for students with ASD is for
them not to isolate and get involved in clubs and activities. She encouraged them to push
themselves and develop friendships.
Pete. Pete is a 22-year-old White male from the Midwest. He was diagnosed with
pervasive developmental disorder not otherwise specified (PDD-NOS) at the age of four. At the
age of 16, he went back for testing in order to prepare for college. He and his mother discovered
the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) had redefined autism and
bundled it with four other diagnoses into one broad definition of autism spectrum disorder
(ASD). Pete is about to graduate from college with a desire to be a middle school social studies
teacher. Pete’s interview was on Facetime, and he did the interview in his single room at his
fraternity. He appeared eager to share his story and seemed transparent about his experience.
Pete struggled academically in high school, at least initially. He started to gain more
confidence with each passing year and by senior year, he felt ready for college. He had
developed a core group of friends in high school that he still considers his best friends today.
Pete was looking for a college that was small and close to home. He was also focused on the
support system in place for students with disabilities. Pete enjoyed the freshmen kickoff and felt
like it gave him opportunities to make friendships.
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Once classes started, Pete struggled academically. He found a lot of support from the
disability coordinator and this helped him gain positive traction with his classes. He became
involved in campus life through his fraternity, an education association, and working on campus.
His advice for a student with ASD speaks from his own experience.
I would say, make sure I would tell them, don’t worry about piling up classes too early. I
started just taking 12 credit hours, and I was able to finish in four years. You’ve got to
take a few over the summer and then you’ll be done. I would say, try and look at some of
the clubs or organizations on campus and see if you find something like that. It’s a good
way to meet people, and I would also recommend just using the services of the disability
center. I would say, make sure you have the right person helping you.
Nadia. Nadia is a 21-year-old White female who is in her senior year. She grew up on the
East Coast and attended a private all-girls high school. She was diagnosed with Autism Spectrum
Disorder (ASD) during her freshmen year of college. She was very excited to participate in the
interview and was very detailed about her experience.
Nadia’s high school experience was a bit unique because she attended an all-girls
religiously affiliated school that she really enjoyed. She performed well academically, but
despised math. Her social life in high school was described as having a few friends but knew
everyone in her school. She began looking at colleges on the East Coast and only considered the
college in the Midwest because she had family nearby. She knew she wanted a small college
setting and was focused on campus climate and student culture and less about academics. Her
visit to the college during junior year of high school solidified it for her. She struggled during her
first semester, especially due to the distance from home. Nadia eventually shifted to a single
room and became involved on campus through clubs, social events, and friendships in her dorm.
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Nadia was diagnosed with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) in elementary
school. In order to prepare for college, she went for further testing. She eventually was diagnosed
with ASD during her first year of college. She loved working with the disability coordinator and
appreciated her accommodations. She also is involved in a peer mentoring program in which she
guides other students with disabilities as they transition into college. Her advice to students with
ASD, which she gives frequently in the peer mentoring program:
What I do say to my freshmen is, don’t be afraid to ask for help. College is a lot harder
than high school in some ways, but it’s a lot easier in other ways. If you need to seek out
whatever sort of like disability services department your college has, then go.
Alan. Alan is a 19-year-old Asian American male from the West Coast. He attended
different school districts for each elementary, middle, and high school. He was diagnosed with
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) when he was eight-years-old and had an earlier diagnosis of
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and a learning disability. Alan’s interview was
via Facetime, and he was very eager to participate in this study. He still struggles with
identifying as someone on the spectrum and is really processing his overall identity.
Interventions occurred immediately after Alan received his diagnoses. “Once I got those
diagnoses, my parents were really on top of that. They immediately looked for services for me to
improve my social skills.” The process of being diagnosed was due to some struggles socially
during elementary school. He had no friendships and was considered a bully. His parents
purposely changed schools for Alan to give him a new setting where he could lose his previous
reputation. Each transition, from elementary, middle and high school, improved his social
experience. He finally established a few friendships in high school and was strong academically.
Overall, he was desperate to go to college. Alan was very focused on attending a small college,
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due to the positive experience in high school. With heavy involvement from his parents, Alan
visited 44 different colleges across the United States. He chose the college in the Midwest due to
the kind nature of people, the distance from home and the wide range of academics at the liberal
arts setting. He visited the college twice in high school and both times solidified his desire to
attend. He participated in freshmen welcome week prior to classes beginning and loved every
moment of it.
Alan had a great initial experience in college. He was highly social and met nearly
everyone during the first fall term. He also performed well academically and enjoyed his classes.
He has connected with the disability coordinator and participates in a peer mentoring program.
He has chosen not to reveal his ASD diagnosis to his close friends and his girlfriend for fear of
their reaction. He also struggles with his own identity and how much ASD defines his overall
being. Alan’s advice to incoming freshmen with ASD is to keep “key people who care about you
close.”
Data Coding
My data coding was framed as inductive analysis, which is used to discover categories,
patterns, and emergent themes (Marshall & Rossman, 2014). I began my data analysis by
focusing on each interview separately. I immersed myself in the transcript, by reading and
rereading the interview, scanning for the true meaning and language used by each participant in
articulating the lived experience of transitioning from a high school to a small liberal arts
college. I listened to the recording of the interview multiple times, noticing the tone and
inflection used by the participant. After multiple reviews of the transcript, I began to review for
key statements. Key statements emerged from the interviews using the following process: (1)
reviewed how the participant emphasized certain topics with verbal and nonverbal cues, (2)
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scanned the transcripts to see what topics were highlighted multiple times by the participant, and
(3) reviewed my notes taken during the interview. I completed this process for each individual
interview. In total, 246 key statements emerged from the process.
I continued reviewing each interview separately. I reviewed all key statements specific to
a participant to see if an appropriate category could be assigned by grouping key statements
together. If common topics were expressed within the key statements, they were categorized for
each individual participant. In total, there were 106 total categories from the seven participants.
After I completed this step, I began to review the interviews holistically. All 106
categories were listed, and I reviewed each one to see if there were similarities in the topic that
could be grouped together. For example, Dante and Bruce both mentioned having difficulty
connecting socially in high school. Since both expressed the same topic, I was able to group the
two categories together. The process of grouping categories together resulted in 28 unique
clusters.
I listed out all 28 clusters. I began adding summaries to the clusters, reviewing how often
each participant was included in each cluster. For example, all seven participants mentioned
receiving accommodations through disability services. Once this step was completed, I reviewed
the clusters as a whole to see if any of them could be grouped together that still captured the
essence of the participants. For example, I bundled two clusters, “negative relationship with
parents” and “positive relationship with parents,” into one cluster titled “relationship with
parents.” In this process, the clusters were reduced from 28 to 17.
After listing the 17 clusters, I again reviewed how often each participant was included in
each cluster. From this process, themes began to emerge from the review. Themes are implicit
topics that organize a group of repeating and unifying ideas (Vaismoradi, Jones, Turunen, &
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Snelgrove, 2016). In total, three overarching themes emerged from the data analysis that best
articulated the students’ voices and experiences in transitioning from high school to a liberal arts
college: (I) ASD diagnosis and its impact on self-identity;
(II) the impact of college structures and resources on transitioning to college; and
(III) family involvement and support.
Emerging Themes
The first theme, ASD diagnosis and its impact on self-identity, encompasses the
significant cognitive dissonance students experienced, and continue to struggle with, as a person
on the spectrum. Three sub-themes emerged within this theme: (a) the timing of the ASD
diagnosis; (b) navigating the social world with an ASD diagnosis; and (c) the perceived impact
with disclosing the ASD diagnosis. Each sub-theme describes a particular nuance of the
cognitive dissonance that occurs for my students with ASD as they transitioned from high school
to a liberal arts college. For example, students described an internal dilemma about how they
share their diagnosis with friends, partners, and college administrators. Students also expressed
difficulty making connections, especially in high school, knowing that their ASD diagnosis
describes them as socially impaired. In addition, many of the participants were diagnosed at a
young age, taking years to fully understand the role ASD plays in their life. For those whose
diagnosis came during college, there was great relief and validation knowing that there is now a
name or label for what they are experiencing. There is also a question whether they describe
themselves as “on the spectrum” or if they identify as something else.
The second theme is the impact of college structures and resources on transitioning
to college. There are many policies, procedures, and professions already on college campuses
related to aiding a student in transitioning into college. Three sub-themes emerged within this
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theme: (a) mixed reactions of disability services and obligatory events; (b) the empowerment of
choice; and (c) the importance of relationships with faculty. Each sub-theme describes a specific
grouping of people or resources that impacted my participant’s transition into a liberal arts
college. For example, students reported that resources like academic accommodations, freshmen
kick off, and orientation had little positive impact on their transition in general. Registered
student organizations and clubs on campus, however, were significant for my participants in
developing friendships and social connections. Single rooms in residential halls were also greatly
appreciated since the majority of the students had an initial negative experience with their
assigned roommate. These aspects all played a significant role in aiding or creating barriers for
the student in a transition into college.
The third theme is family involvement and support. All participants described how
their families, particularly their parents, made an impact on their transition into college, through
the application process, tours, and even selection of what type of college to attend. Students were
either desperate to stay extremely close to their families as they attended college or eager to be as
far away as possible. This theme also reflected how the parents interpreted the ASD diagnosis
and how the students were perceived by the parent.
The following is a more detailed summary of each theme. Direct quotes are used from
interviews to provide a contextual view of the lived experience of the students. As reiterated
many times, the goal is to truly hear their own voice and how they understand the phenomenon.
Theme I: ASD Diagnosis and its Impact on Self-Identity
All participants described in detail how ASD influenced their understanding of selfidentity. For most of the students, their self-identity is an evolving and difficult concept to
understand. Due to this difficulty, some participants have experienced significant cognitive
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dissonance, with some having this internal dilemma for decades. Respondents discussed how
they were originally diagnosed, their social experiences in high school and how it related to
ASD, and how they disclosed their diagnosis to others, including friends, partners, professors,
and college administrators. Three sub-themes emerged within this theme: (a) the timing of the
ASD diagnosis; (b) navigating the social world with an ASD diagnosis; and (c) the perceived
impact with disclosing the ASD diagnosis.
Sub-theme: The timing of the ASD diagnosis. Four of the participants were diagnosed
at a young age, leaving most of them to have little to no memory of the process. For the most
part, ASD has been an integral part of their working memory. For example, Alan described his
childhood after he was diagnosed with ASD when he was eight years old.
It was a very unusual time. My elementary school years were very, very rough. I had
absolutely no friends, so I became really bitter and mean. I have memories of pushing
people around, so in general, I didn’t really know what it meant to have these diagnoses
(of ASD and ADHD). Like, it’s a form, it’s just letters, it’s an acronym.
Alan states that he was aware of the diagnoses at that time, but unsure of what it truly meant.
This was a common experience for the other participants who were diagnosed young. Greeny,
Pete, and Bruce had little recollection of their ASD diagnosis and how it was initiated. It took
them years to fully understand their diagnosis and how it impacted them.
Dante, who was diagnosed in high school, began to question his ability in social
situations because of the diagnosis. “When I was first diagnosed, it told me that I was socially
awkward and not good in social situations. This caused me to second guess my interactions and
made me doubt my abilities.” Struggling with social interaction was Dante’s biggest memory in
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high school. Although Dante continues to struggle connecting socially in college, he stated that
he does “not care” about the diagnosis anymore and how it impacts him.
All the participants in the study who were diagnosed prior to college are men. In fact,
four of the five men were diagnosed prior to 10 years of age. The participants who were
diagnosed prior to college all experienced varying degrees of interventions and accommodations.
Pete remembered taking tests in a separate room with extended time and getting guidance from a
special education teacher during middle school and high school. Greeny, Dante, and Alan
received social coaching, which Dante and Alan loathed. Alan said
I hated them. That’s to put it very lightly, honestly. I had behaviorist therapy. Basically, it
was a bunch of kids who have trouble socializing. They put us all in a group and just try
to force us to be in situations where we’re going to get in a fight. Once we reach that
level, they pull us apart and say, well, what happened? It was supposed to help us be able
to think more clearly about that. I went through stuff like that for a good 10 years of my
life.
Interventions such as behaviorist therapy instigated serious tensions between Alan and his
parents. In order to escape interventions and tension with his parents, Alan was desperate to
leave home and begin college.
The two female participants in the research were diagnosed with ASD in college and
have a very different perspective on ASD and their self-identity. Nadia described finding out the
diagnosis in this way. “It’s made me a lot more aware of this is why I do this stuff and it’s a part
of a pattern that is observable in other individuals as well and there is a community factor about
it.” Nadia was doing her own research on ASD when she was being tested and felt affirmed once
she received the results. Ashley had a similar experience. She took a class on autism in college
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and saw some similarities of the diagnosis in herself. She reached out to a psychiatrist who
diagnosed her with ASD. “It makes me feel better [having the ASD diagnosis] because it makes
me understand why I’ve always felt like an outsider and I have a lot of anxiety with hanging out
with my friends.”
For the participants, their ASD diagnosis played a significant part in how they view
themselves holistically. All participants who were diagnosed with ASD prior to college were
men. Each male in the study struggles with their ASD diagnosis. The two participants who were
diagnosed with ASD after college, who were both female, have a positive connotation of the
disability.
Sub-theme: Navigating the social world with an ASD diagnosis. Something that was
obvious to all seven participants was their lack of friendships when they were growing up. Many
of them associated this lack of friendships directly with ASD. Alan spoke in depth about this
personal dilemma.
I’ve always known that I’ve, at least back then, I was clearly very different and even
though I wanted to make friends, that was impossible. It seemed impossible for me to do
so. [The ASD diagnosis] was never something I really learned that, “Oh, I have this.” It’s
more that I started realizing that the reason why I act the way I do and the way I think,
the way I do it, it’s almost as if people gave a label [of ASD] for it.
Dante had a similar sentiment, describing high school as always, “wanting to have a lot of
friendships, but I was never able to maintain friendship or have any because, well, I don’t know
why. I think it’s because of my lack of understanding about how they react to things.” When
Dante was diagnosed with ASD in high school, he realized “It told me that I was socially
awkward and not good in social situations.” In fact, his lack of friendships was the most
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significant memory from high school. Bruce felt the same way, stating that the biggest memory
in high school was “Not being liked much for things that I did or trying to be normal but failing
at that.”
Greeny believes his ASD diagnosis continues to affect him in social situations in college.
Greeny discussed his social barriers in college and how he interprets them.
I guess sort of thinking, I can’t do this because I’m autistic or whatever. I don’t really go
to parties that often and when I do, I find myself having trouble figuring out how to
connect with people there and I always think, “I’m just too autistic for this.” I can’t figure
out how to actually make a mark of some way to meet people in a way that actually is
meaningful.
When asked how he felt when he described himself as “too autistic,” he said, “In a way, it’s a
pretty disempowering statement because it’s like you can’t do this because this unchangeable
fact about yourself.” Greeny did say he has become used to this feeling and has accepted it as a
“fact of life.”
All of the participants besides Dante, who is a freshman, have expressed their ability to
connect with friends in college in varying success. Greeny, Nadia, Ashley, and Bruce all
mentioned friendships that were formed through classes, clubs, and residential halls in college.
Most of their social interactions occur on a one-on-one or small group basis. Pete joined a
fraternity in order to help him make friends, which did provide some opportunity, although he
still misses his friends back home. Pete was also the only participant who shared that he was able
to form a solid friend group in high school, which he still connects with.
Sub-theme: The perceived impact with disclosing the ASD diagnosis. All seven
participants expressed how their ASD diagnosis played a significant part in how they view
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themselves holistically. In general, the men, who were all diagnosed prior to college, felt
challenged and limited by their ASD diagnosis and perceive it in a negative way. Due to this
connotation, many of them struggled to disclose their diagnosis with others. Alan compared
disclosing his ADHD and ASD diagnoses with others and their different reactions.
In my experience, there is a serious difference in opinion and stigma when it comes to
ADHD and ASD. It’s almost a joke to be able to say, “Hey I have ADHD” and guys will
be like, “Yeah, I can’t focus in class. I have ADHD.” It’s funny. That’s not the case for
ASD people. There’s certainly an image associated with it. That’s not the guy who in the
back of the class who’s just messing around. There is a very different image and I’m
afraid that if I tell even my close friends about it, they’re going to picture that with me.
The logical side of my brain says if I told them, they’ve known me for so long that they
would know who I still am. There’s another part of me that’s just, I’m still afraid of that.
It’s a primal fear that I’ve built up from my childhood.
Alan described his own cognitive dissonance when discussing a new romantic relationship.
I started dating someone and we’re very, very close now. And because of that, I’ve been
revisiting this a lot. The first obvious thing is what should I tell her. I’ve already told her
that I have ADHD and learning disabilities. I haven’t told her about ASD, and I know she
would be understanding. I mean, there’s a lot of stigmas in relation to ASD. So, one
questions is whether I should tell her. Another question is, is this who I am anymore?
And if it’s not who I am, do I have to tell her? But if it’s not who I am, then is there any
harm in telling her? These are the kinds of questions that I start falling down the rabbit
hole and spiral into that kind of thought.
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Alan, who self-identifies as bi-sexual, finds it easier to disclose his sexuality than his ASD
diagnosis. Although it is not something he openly talks about, he has revealed his sexuality to his
girlfriend and his close friends on campus.
Pete struggles to disclose his ASD diagnosis, but for a different reason. Pete was
originally diagnosed with pervasive developmental disorder not otherwise specified (PDD-NOS)
at age four and received an IEP based on educational autism. When Pete was preparing for
college, he was tested again and had a new diagnosis of autism spectrum disorder. Although
Pete’s test results were similar to when he was four, the new diagnosis was based on the changes
in the DSM. This change to Pete’s diagnosis initiated significant confusion for Pete and his
family. Pete still struggles with the new label and is not sure how to disclose it to people. “It’s
really confusing to me and I think that’s why I don’t feel comfortable talking about my
disability, just because I don’t know what to call it or what to say it is.” When asked if he
identifies as autistic, he said
Not really, I don’t really think about it that much. Like I said, I see my disability, it’s just
a part of my life, not my whole life. I think it’s, maybe the reason why I don’t necessarily
identify with autism because I hear these stories about how a lot of them don’t even go to
a four-year college and don’t get a driver’s license. I just feel like I struggled in different
ways that some of them have.
When Pete inquired about being interviewed for this study, he was not sure if he was a “qualified
candidate.” The shift in the DSM and how his disability is labeled has played a significant role in
how he views himself and makes him question whether he is even on the spectrum in the first
place.
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Bruce has chosen to share his diagnosis with others in order to educate them on ASD in
general. Bruce described it this way:
Lots of people have told me I can pass as neurotypical. I share my diagnosis trying to
educate them, saying I can be [seen as neurotypical], but I’m not. And you can’t really
judge people just because they look like you and or they talk like you.
Bruce is passionate about challenging people’s perceptions of ASD, so much so that he is
majoring in early childhood special education with a special emphasis on autism spectrum. He
hopes to work in a classroom helping students with ASD find their path.
Theme II: The Impact of College Structures and Resources on Transitioning to College
The interviews highlighted the lived experiences of the participants as they transitioned
into college, particularly focusing on the positive, negative, and neutral structures and resources
within the post-secondary system. As mentioned, students attended four different small liberal
arts colleges in the Midwest. There were strong similarities in each setting, allowing for the lived
experiences of each student to be compared and eventually clustered. Three sub-themes emerged
within this theme: (a) mixed reactions of disability services and obligatory events; (b) the
empowerment of choice; and (c) the importance of relationships with faculty.
Sub-theme: Mixed reactions of disability services and obligatory events. As
described in detail within this study, almost all first-year students are expected to go through a
routine of events and programs as they transition into college. Many of these transition events
and programs are either mandated or strongly encouraged for attendance. Students with
disabilities are expected to fully participate in these transition programs, as well as register with
disability services in order to receive any accommodations. My participants had mixed reactions
to the required events and services, and it certainly colored their transition experience.
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All seven students received accommodations at their respected colleges. Six of the seven
participants had another disability, along with ASD, registered through disability services; Table
1 presents the students’ accommodations.
Table 1
Summary of approved accommodations for participants in this study
Accommodation

N

Extra time on tests and exams

6

Single room in residential hall

4

Quiet space for testing

3

Notetaking assistance

2

Peer mentoring

2

Emotional support animal

1

Study table

1

Many of the students assumed their accommodations were related to their other registered
disabilities, not ASD. In fact, when asked if there were any accommodations specific to ASD,
two students asked, “What would they be?” The students reported that many of the academic
accommodations (i.e., extra time on tests, notetaking assistance, and quiet space to take tests)
were not very beneficial, so they were not heavily utilized. Bruce, a senior, only used his
accommodation of “extra time on tests” once during his college career. Alan chose not to receive
many accommodations because he wanted to be viewed as “normal.” Dante, a freshman, only
utilized his accommodation of “extra time on tests” once.
Pete has appreciated his assigned academic accommodations in college. He struggled
academically in high school and found accommodations to be greatly beneficial. Support
services and accommodations were a significant factor in his college search. He chose his
college because of the unique offerings of accommodations for students with disabilities,
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specifically a study table option with unique tutoring and academic guidance. These unique
services, along with his other academic accommodations, have played a significant role in his
academic success in college.
There were mixed reactions from the students on disability services, specifically the
interactions with the disability coordinator. Ashley and Bruce do not view their disability
coordinator as a resource. Both Ashley and Bruce expressed dissatisfaction with the resources
and accommodations they were provided, particularly on how the coordinator dealt with their
mental health challenges. This dissatisfaction triggered both students to stop their interactions
with disability services entirely. Pete expressed similar frustration with his initial disability
coordinator but was able to shift to a different person who was more attentive. The rest of the
participants spoke highly of their disability coordinators and saw them as a resource. Nadia
mentioned that her initial coordinator used a wheelchair, and it was affirming to see someone
with a disability in a professional setting.
Unique accommodations related to students with disabilities were greatly appreciated by
the participants. As mentioned, Pete has benefited from the study table option for students with
disabilities. Separately, Alan and Nadia have both participated in a peer leader program designed
for students with disabilities. The program is intended to assist first-year students with
disabilities as they transition into college by connecting them with an upperclassman who also
has a disability. The program is setup to provide academic support, promote a positive disability
culture, and encourage involvement through campus activities. Alan was involved as a first-year
student and met with a peer leader and two other first year students, all with the ASD diagnosis,
on a bi-weekly basis.
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I know that there’s other people out there like me, but back in high school, the people I
knew with ASD were worse, significantly lower functioning mentally. Now I’m in a
room with three other people who are all significantly higher functioning than anyone
I’ve ever met outside of myself.”
Alan has continued meeting with the peer mentoring group during his sophomore year and it has
been a very positive experience for him. Nadia’s involvement in the program is as an
upperclassmen peer leader. She has been in the role for two years. She loves the experience and
wished it was available when she was a first-year student. Th peer mentoring program has
offered opportunities for her to meet with other students with ASD and advise them as they
transition into college.
All seven students had the opportunity to participate in a freshmen kickoff prior to their
classes beginning. Six students participated, while Ashley chose not to participate because she
was “too nervous.” Two students, Pete and Alan, enjoyed the kickoff and used it as an
opportunity to meet new people. The rest of the participants, however, felt overwhelmed and
frustrated with the experience. Greeny described the freshmen kick-off as “bearable.”
It was a thing we all had to go through. I wouldn’t call it a fun time exactly. It wasn’t
really representative of the actual college because it’s not like you’re going around to a
bunch of things that you’re going to attempt, and you had to stay with the same group all
the time. I don’t think I’ve ever talked to any of them except for like one guy, once.
Dante, the only freshmen of my participants, had the most recent experience of freshmen kickoff,
but did not come away impressed.
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Fact is, I can’t remember much of it. There was a, I forget what they called it, but it was
like three days before school started and now got to go in here and like every day, we did
something different. We had like a group.
Bruce had a similar experience describing the event as “A bunch of freshmen in a big room with
one of the deans telling us about the college.” Nadia thought there were some benefits to
freshmen kickoff but found the entire event “really overwhelming.” She said,
It was nice to get to know all the freshmen, but I wasn’t super keen on being required to
eat every single meal with my group and go to all these events. Sometimes you’re just
exhausted and you want to take a rest in your room.
Sub-theme: The empowerment of choice. All participants in this study demonstrated
their ability to choose their engagement, involvement, and assistance within the campus. In fact,
these choices showed grit, determination, and a willful art of navigating the college system,
allowing many of them to be on track for graduation.
There were two aspects of college that provided great outlets to connect socially: jobs on
campus and registered student organizations (RSOs). All seven participants spoke highly of
participating in clubs and organizations, developing friendships within these settings. They all
participated in at least one club, with most being involved in two or more. Alan, who actively
tries new things to challenge himself, found great pleasure in joining the ballroom dancing club.
Before I came to college, I have never danced or anything like that. At college, a lot of
people dance here, like an insane amount. There is no stigma against dancing. It’s a
college. I took a social dance class my first term here and fell in love with it. I kept going
with it up until recently.
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Five of the participants have jobs on campus, in the library, IT, or disability services.
Greeny, who works in web services, described the job as “rewarding and an educational thing.
There are obviously frustrating moments, but overall I’m happy I have that job and not working
in the dining hall or something.” Dante wants a job working in the library but has yet to fully
pursue that avenue. Ashley is unable to have a job on campus because she does not have workstudy status. Having a job on campus has given these students purpose, as well as providing
another avenue to meet others.
All my participants chose to reside in on-campus housing for their entire college career.
The decision to live on-campus was made for two reasons, either a necessity based on the
distance from home or a strategic initiative attempting to be involved on campus and have a true
“college experience.” Although my participants did not express this, it is common for liberal art
colleges to require on campus residency for their first-years students, with few exceptions.
Living on campus had a big impact on their overall experience, especially in their first semester.
Five out of the seven students reported having a bad experience with their assigned roommate
during their first year. This difficulty of living with someone resulted in four of the students
requesting a single residential room. Nadia describes having a single room as a positive
experience and does not believe it negatively impacts her social interaction.
There are always people in the lounge, the RAs run specific events. I have friends who
live in other dorms that I can go visit. In the dorm situation, even if you don’t have
anyone else in your actual room, there’s still plenty of social interaction. So, I feel like
that’s kinda of like the happy medium, where you can go out and see people, but you
have sort of an area that you retreat to.
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Ashley requested a single room for the space, and to accommodate her emotional support animal
(ESA) which was provided based on her bi-polar diagnosis. Bruce and Pete both resorted to
single rooms after having an unpleasant situation with their first roommate and were satisfied
with the new setting. The choice and option to have a single room provided a safe and
comforting outlet to recharge for these students. In many ways, the students were unhappy with
either their roommate’s behavior or felt pressure from the roommate’s expectations. By
removing themselves from that situation, all of them expressed gratitude for having their own
space.
Another way my participants demonstrated the empowerment of choice was how they
found assistance in times of need. Six out of the seven students expressed dissatisfaction with an
interaction with an employee at the college. However, all six students continued to seek
assistance by going to another source to get the help they needed. They did not stand still, but
actively sought out resources to improve their academics and their overall well-being.
Nearly all of my students expressed a time when they asked for help, but did not feel heard,
whether it was from a professor (Bruce), the disability coordinator (Bruce, Ashley, and Pete),
their parents (Alan and Nadia), or the Dean of Students (Greeny). However, students would go to
a different source, sometimes outside of the college, in order to get help. Bruce struggled with
some professors and his disability coordinator, but developed a good relationship with his
academic advisor, who he found “took the time to learn about everybody she can.” He was able
to go to her when there were questions about academics. Ashley struggled with her disability
coordinator, so she turned to her professors, who helped her manage and accommodate her
mental health. Pete struggled with his initial disability coordinator, so he shifted coordinators and
has “been successful ever since.” Nadia, who struggled with her parent’s initial reaction to her
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ASD diagnosis, and Greeny, who was disappointed by a Dean of Student’s lack of response to
him, both turned to outside resources addressing their mental health.
Sub-theme: The importance of relationships with faculty. All of my participants were
looking for a small liberal arts college for two primary reasons: small class sizes and access to
professors. Other factors, like support services, proximity to home and reputation of the college,
were considered as well. That being said, relationships with professors were a significant draw
for my participants when they were in the midst of their application process.
Once students enrolled in their college, the desire for accessible professors was largely
affirmed. Relationships with professors was seen as a generally positive experience and a
noteworthy resource. Alan described his interactions with professors as “genuinely amazing,”
and a big reason on why he is enjoying college. Pete feels the same way, saying “I really like the
professors I've had. I feel like I've had good relationships with them, and I feel like they see me
as like a student.” Dante, who acts indifferent with most aspects of college, did stress that he
enjoys the small college setting specifically because “I get to talk to professors in class. They ask
questions and it’s interactive. It’s a lot different than what I expected from college classes. I was
expecting just being lectured all the time.” Dante took a class in college during the summer
semester prior to fall kick-off. It helped him understand college a bit more and he appreciated his
professor. “I enjoyed the class. It was a great experience. Got to hear stories, got to learn some
things and I enjoyed that.”
Professors served as the first contact when students have an issue, even when it’s not
related to academics. Ashley uses her close relationships with professors as a source of support
when she has struggled with her mental health.
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I’ve been dealing with a lot of suicidal thoughts lately. So, I have told my professors
what’s going on and they’ve been very helpful. They check in with me daily, make sure
I’m doing okay. Which I like because I think at a larger school, that wouldn’t have
happened.
In fact, it is common for Ashley to turn to her professors, instead of her disability coordinator,
when there is a needed accommodation. Greeny also reached out to a professor when he was
struggling with his own mental health. The professor referred him to the Dean of Students, but
Greeny was disappointed with the Dean’s response. Overall, professors were seen as a resource
and confidant and a meaningful relationship for these students.
Theme III: Family Involvement and Support
All seven participants described significant involvement from their parents in multiple
aspects of their lives. Each participant’s parent played a role in initiating testing for ASD
diagnosis, receiving resources and accommodations in K-12 schooling, and participating, and
sometimes leading, the charge of finding the “right college.” The parents’ involvement colored
the student’s choices of colleges. Proximity to family was ultimately a deciding factor in where
they attended college.
All participants’ parents had the expectation that their children would attend college.
Dante said that college was not a dream of his, but “It seemed like everyone wanted me to do it.
My mom was saying you could do this, you should do this. I was like, okay, I’ll do it. I had
nothing else to do, so might as well.” Pete’s parents projected similar expectations, even when
Pete struggled academically in high school. Greeny said the expectation of participating in higher
education was always projected on him as well, since both parents have doctorate degrees.
“There was definitely a lot of pressure to attend college.”
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Most participants began looking at colleges during their junior year of high school and a
number of them applied to multiple colleges and universities. All students were seeking a setting
with small class sizes and access to their professors, which drew them to a liberal arts institution.
Alan and his parents visited a total of 44 different colleges across the United States. Alan
described his parents as very focused on getting him into the best college possible and were
extremely anxious about the process. Both Alan and his parents agreed that the small liberal arts
setting would be the best for him. His parents wanted Alan to stay close to home on the West
Coast, but Alan had other plans. “I wanted to go as far away as possible and it just happened that
the college I really liked, ended up being in the Midwest, so not as far as you know, the East
Coast.”
Dante had the opposite reaction to Alan’s, and decided to attend a college in his
hometown. Dante admittedly took a backseat in the application process. When asked how his
parents were involved in the process, he described it in this way.
The entire role. My mom did everything. She wrote about all my experiences. She filled
out the application. All I had to do is like, she gave it to me. She said, look this over, add
some things, and sign my name and then just send it.
Even though Dante was not too worried about the application process, many of the
participants found it very stressful. Ashley, who does not have a driver’s license due to panic
attacks, found the application process agonizing. “I applied to six colleges and I got into all of
them, but I just didn’t know how to do a lot of things. I’ve always relied on my mom to help me
with certain things.” Ashley ultimately chose the college closest to home.
I don’t drive (due to panic attacks), so finding a place that was close to home was
important to me. That was one of my biggest challenges was that I didn’t drive because it
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made it so I couldn’t work. I just had to rely on my parents, a lot. Which kinda did not go
over so well.
The participants’ parents had strong opinions on when their student should connect with
disability services during the application process. The timing of disclosure of the disability
diagnosis to the college was significant for two of the participants from the parent’s perspectives.
Although this seems very connected to the first theme of ASD diagnosis and self-identity, the
struggle of when to disclose to the college was driven by the parents, not the participants. Both
Alan and Nadia’s parents advised them not to reveal any disability during the application
process, for fear it may negatively impact their acceptance. Nadia’s mother did not want her to
disclose any disability until Nadia was already accepted into the college. “My mom said we
shouldn’t call [disability services] before I got in but wait until after I got in because she said that
might affect my application.” Alan’s parents went back and forth on whether or not they should
disclose the ASD diagnosis during the application process.
My parents were really freaked out about the college process. They initially thought they
could use [my ASD diagnosis] as a hook, by saying that I’ve been through this challenge
and this is why I should be accepted. My parents went back and forth on this for literally
every week during my junior year. Like 50 weeks. We ultimately decided not to disclose.
Greeny did not disclose his ASD diagnosis during the application process because he was
unaware of any accommodations that would be beneficial. Ashley did not have any official
diagnosis when she began college, so she did not connect with disability services either. The rest
of the participants shared their diagnosis with disability services immediately in order to set up
accommodations and their parents were heavily involved in the process, typically meeting with
the disability coordinator as well.
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Four participants decided to attend a college very close to home, usually with strong
encouragement from their parents. The other three participants chose a college in a completely
different region of the United States from their hometown. Nadia, who is from the East Coast,
visited a college in the Midwest and ultimately decided to go there, even though the distance
from home was concerning to her. “It was my first choice, but the faraway issue did make it hard
for me.” She had her grandmother in the area which helped confirm the decision. “I wouldn’t
have applied if I hadn’t had family in the area, because being that far away from home kind of
scared me.” Alan and Greeny, both from the West Coast, chose a college in the Midwest based
on the solid reputation of the college and did not struggle with the distance from home. As
mentioned, Alan wanted to be as far away from home as possible. Greeny was simply looking
for the best college and found it in the Midwest and the distance did not affect him.
When discussing her parents, Nadia also highlighted her diagnosis with ASD. Nadia was
in college when she was diagnosed with ASD and it was a very affirming and positive
experience. The only negative connotation of her diagnostic experience was her parent’s
reaction. “My parents were really upset about it at the time.” Nadia was frustrated and hurt by
her parent’s negative reaction.
It just feels weird to get really upset because somebody told you your 18-year-old is
autistic. It's not like if I was two, they wouldn't necessarily know what I would grow up
to be like, you know, they might be worried about my future and stuff and I get that. But
like they already had 18 years to know who I am. It didn't change anything. It's not like
I'm going to get my acceptance rescinded from college.
In a similar way, Nadia’s experience with her parents demonstrates the difficulty of revealing
their diagnosis to other people. My participants have experienced some people, including
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parents, who have reacted negatively to the diagnosis. Although her parents have come around
and accepted the diagnosis, it still bothers Nadia that they had this initial reaction.
Theoretical Framework
As presented in Chapter II, Schlossberg’s transition theory (Anderson, Goodman &
Schlossberg, 2012) has been used in numerous studies that focus on transition. In my study,
focusing on transitioning from high school to a small liberal arts college for students with ASD, I
chose to use Schlossberg’s transition theory as a reference point once themes emerged from the
data. Schlossberg (2011) articulated four components that describe a person’s experience with
transition: situation, self, support, and strategies. Situation is the context the individual is in
when the transition begins. Self is focused on the individual person and how they operate.
Support is the people and resources surrounding the individual that can be used as an outlet.
Finally, the strategy component is how the individual may use different mechanisms in order to
try and cope with the transition.
Three themes emerged from my data: (I) ASD diagnosis and its impact on self-identity;
(II) the impact of college structures and resources on transitioning to college; and (III)
family involvement and support. This section discusses how Schlossberg’s transition theory
fits with my findings about the experiences of students with ASD as they transition from high
school to a liberal arts college. Using the four S’s, each theme is reviewed to see if the lens of
Schlossberg’s transition theory captures the essence of the students’ experiences.
The first S is situation, which describes the context the individual is in when the
transition begins. The theme, ASD diagnosis and its impact on self-identity, describes the
contexts of the participants. All of my participants struggled connecting socially in high school
in some fashion, and many of them associated the struggle to their ASD diagnosis. The timing of
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the diagnosis played a factor in my participants’ concept of self-identity, as all five male
participants were diagnosed prior to college and all had a negative connotation of the diagnosis.
The timing of the diagnosis colored the component of situation as my students struggled to
understand how the ASD diagnosis impacted the following aspects of transitioning: their
acceptance into college, their accommodations in college, and who should be aware of their
diagnosis. Some, like Bruce, felt obligated to tell others about his diagnosis of ASD to challenge
the stigma associated with the disability. Others, like Alan and Pete, struggled to disclose the
disability to anyone for fear of the negative connotation associated with the ASD diagnosis and
worried about how others would view them.
The theme, family involvement and support, is also reflected in the situation
component. All of my participants expressed their parent’s expectation of them to attend a
college or university. Although none of the students necessarily felt forced to attend a college,
the parent’s expectations were clearly defined, and students knew that college was the
appropriate next-step for them. The parents of my participants were very involved in the
application process, affecting the situation component as well. For Alan and Nadia, their parents
chose not to disclose their student’s disability during the application process, for fear that it may
have a negative consequence in their acceptance.
Self, the next component, has a strong connection to the themes that emerged in my
findings. The theme, ASD diagnosis and its impact on self-identity, is a discussion from the
students on how they view themselves through the lens of their ASD diagnosis. Schlossberg
(2011) stated that the more naturally optimistic and gritty a person is, the easier it is to make a
transition. However, if the individual is pessimistic and struggles with change, transitioning
could be excruciating, even when the transition is anticipated. Alan, for example, idealized
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college for years, anticipating the transition into college as his true utopia. He would be
separated from his parents, and he would have the chance to form a new identity while
simultaneously losing his previous reputation. When college finally arrived for Alan, he took full
advantage of every opportunity. Alan stated that he attempted to have deep conversations with
nearly everyone in his freshmen cohort during his first year. He immersed himself in the college
experience right away, by embracing the freshmen kick-off and participating in many campus
activities. His nature was naturally optimistic, because he had idealized college for a significant
period of time. With Alan’s intrinsic optimism, he had the smoothest transition into college
compared to my other participants.
Ashley had a positive initial transition experience into college as well. However, she
associates the positive transition to her being in a “hypomanic” state.
The only reason it was positive was because I was hypomanic all first year, so I was very
social. I did all my homework on time and I stayed up all night. I think that’s the only
reason I did well because I think, other than that, I would have isolated myself.
Once the hypomanic state waned, Ashley struggled adjusting to college. She went into a
depressive episode and has yet to fully rebound. “College has been difficult because of my
terrible mental health. It’s hard for me to go classes because I just don’t have the energy or
motivation to do it.” Ashley’s true transition into college was almost delayed because of the
hypomanic episode. When she finally adjusted, her transition proved very difficult. Even with
the difficulty in mental health, Ashley has also shown grit. She has had multiple hospitalizations
and dealt with suicidal ideation, yet still maintains a 3.8 cumulative GPA and is nearing
graduation. This grit, even with her struggles, has likely helped her get to the point of
completion.
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Support is the following component and was highlighted most in-depth in the themes.
The theme, the impact of college structures and resources on transitioning to college,
articulated multiple forms of support my students experienced in college. Professors were seen
as a consistent form a support, so much so that it was highlighted as a unique sub-theme. My
students used professors for multiple resources, and for the most part, the professors accepted
this responsibility. Disability coordinators, however, received mixed reactions from my students.
Some of my students, like Dante and Nadia, enjoyed working with their disability coordinator
and found them to be a source of support. Other participants, like Bruce and Ashley, struggled to
connect with the coordinator and felt marginalized by the response to their mental health issues
and concerns. This lack of support resulted in the students completely disassociating with the
disability office. Accommodations associated with the disability office had a mixed reaction as
well. For example, Pete heavily utilized his accommodations and saw them as a source of
support. Other students, like Greeny and Alan, saw no value to accommodations, especially
when it related to their ASD diagnosis. One aspect of support that was interesting to discover
from my students was their relationships with other students with ASD. Alan, Ashley, Bruce, and
Nadia all expressed their enjoyment in connecting with someone else on the spectrum who was
functionally at the same level as them. This relationship comforted each student and provided an
outlet for them to process their transition.
Another outlet of support for some of my students was counseling outside of the college.
Greeny, Nadia, and Ashley all used mental health resources including psychologists and
psychiatrists not associated with the college. The three of them sought out the resource on their
own, demonstrating grit and tenacity. Nadia, who has been seeing a therapist for three years, sees

96

the interactions as a “positive experience,” specifically because it has helped her be more honest
about her emotions to other people.
When parents were discussed in the theme, family involvement and support, they were
generally seen as a source of support, especially during the application process. Many parents
participated in tours, helped with essays, and for Dante specifically, completed the whole
application. Four of my participants chose to attend a college close to home in order to be in
close proximity to their family and continue that support. Alan was the only participant who did
not feel supported by his parents. Even so, Alan’s parents were heavily involved in the
application process and toured 44 different colleges with Alan in order to find the best setting.
Strategy was the last component, and this was the least discussed within my themes. As
mentioned in the theme, ASD diagnosis and its impact on self-identity, the male participants
struggled to understand how the ASD diagnosis impacted their self-identity. Many of them
received assistance when they were initially diagnosed at a young age, with social coaching,
counseling, and special education resources. Once they entered college, however, many of these
resources stopped, yet the questions of self-identity remained. Many of my students found their
own strategies in order to make sure they are successful in college. For example, Greeny
struggled academically and socially in college which instigated him to drop out for a term.
During this time, he began to see a psychiatrist outside of college who eventually diagnosed him
with ADHD. This resource encouraged him to connect with disability services and he eventually
received accommodations.
The colleges attempted to provide support, but many of my students were struggling to
make sense of their ASD identity, and the colleges were not equipped to assist. Many of the
students were left on their own on how to navigate this world. If they asked for help, it was
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occasionally addressed. Nearly all of my students expressed a time when they asked for help, but
did not feel heard, whether it was from a professor (Bruce), the disability coordinator (Bruce,
Ashley, and Pete), their parents (Alan and Nadia), or the Dean of Students (Greeny). This is an
opportunity for further exploration, as colleges and universities could be assisting students with
ASD develop strategies for success.
Overall, Schlossberg’s transition theory (2012) applied well to the participants. The four
S’s of situation, self, support, and strategy provided an appropriate lens to view my students
transition from high school to a liberal arts college. Schlossberg provided a viewpoint that helped
articulate the various stages and forms of transition that my participant’s experienced. Although
Schlossberg’s transition theory was not originally designed for students with ASD, my findings
demonstrated that the transition theory is a relevant and suitable way to review a transition from
high school to a liberal arts college for a student with ASD.
Connection to Research Questions
It is significant for any student to transition to a college or university. When a student has
a disability, especially ASD, the transition can be even more challenging. For this study, I
focused on investigating the phenomenon of students with ASD transitioning from high school to
a small liberal arts college. My goal was to hear the lived experiences of these students and to
contribute to the research by addressing students with ASD within a liberal arts college. In order
to achieve this objective, I had one overarching research question. How do students with Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD) experience and describe their transition from high school to a small
liberal arts college? The sub questions include:
1. What experiences do students with ASD consider to be positive assets in making this
transition?
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2. What specific challenges do students with ASD face when making this transition?
The question of how students with ASD describe their lived experience is completely
encapsulated in listening to the stories directly from students with ASD. Although the questions
are simplistic, they captured the entire lived experience of the student’s transition. It would not
have been appropriate to believe that parents, guardians, disability coordinators, or other key
stakeholders could accurately describe the lived experience of these students. I was fortunate
enough to interview seven courageous and honest students who were willing to share their
experience. It was my responsibility to truly capture the essence of their described transition. I
took this responsibility seriously by taking my time to find key statements, develop categories,
clusters, and finally, three themes. The three themes that emerged from the data are: (I) ASD
diagnosis and its impact on self-identity; (II) the impact of college structures and resources
on transitioning to college; and (III) family involvement and support. I believe these three
themes capture the essence of the student’s lived experience as they transitioned from high
school to a liberal arts college.
To address the overarching question, I am going to use the narrative from one participant
who most clearly addresses all the themes that emerge. Alan’s narrative emphasizes the themes
that emerged and address how well the themes answer the research questions. The overarching
research question of how do students with (ASD) experience and describe their transition from
high school to a small liberal arts college was addressed through Alan’s lived experience.
Alan experienced and described his transition from high school to a small liberal arts
college in multiple ways. Alan went into detail describing his high school experience, talking
about his lack of friendships and his persistent desire to go to college. He discussed how young
he was when he was initially diagnosed with ASD, highlighted in the theme I of ASD diagnosis
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in its impact on self-identity and the sub-theme of the timing of the ASD diagnosis. His
parents immediately began interventions for him, such as behaviorist therapy, which he despised.
Alan attended public school from kindergarten to fourth grade and had an individualized
education plan (IEP). During this time, his parents struggled with the school district and believed
that they were not giving Alan the necessary services. Alan also had no friends during this time.
“I had such a bad reputation.” His parents decided to bring Alan to a more progressive middle
school. Due to this transition to middle school, Alan was able to start fresh and start his
reputation over. This shift in school districts allowed for him to start over socially, but he still
struggled to fully adapt to the new setting. Alan finally felt like he found some connection in
high school. “I remember in high school one thing that I was looking for in particular was trust
because I didn’t feel like I could find trust and security and I found that in high school and I
thought that was the greatest thing.” Alan began to get more and more excited about college.
His parent’s involvement, emphasized in theme III of family involvement and support,
was a source of tension Alan was very focused on attending a small college, due to the positive
experience in high school. His parents agreed, so they began looking at different institution
types. Liberal arts colleges were quickly established as the choice due to the small nature and the
wide range of learning opportunities. His mother, who Alan describes as “overly protective” and
“neurotic” forced Alan to visit 44 different colleges. “I did not like it, but at least it was better
than doing nothing in the sense that I noticed that if I’m not doing things, if I stay stagnant, I can
start getting into a loop. I think this loop eventually leads down into like a depression.” The 44
colleges were across the nation. “We went to colleges everywhere.” Although they did look at
larger universities, Alan and his parents both agreed on small liberal art institutions as the best
option. Alan had his heart set on the small institution in the Midwest.
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Alan moved in early and participated in freshmen welcome week. He loved every minute
of the experience, highlighted in theme II the impact of college structures and resources on
transitioning to college.
It was kind of like living the dream. I had long conversations with people and like it kind
of validated everything I’ve been through because I’d spent so much time going through
all this behavior stuff and for the longest period of time I just questioned whether or not I
could actually become part of society and definitely that weekend fall term, it made me
think, it changed that conversation completely. It made me think, ‘Am I this diagnosis?’
and ‘What is the image I have with myself?’ in my head.
These questions regarding the ASD diagnosis demonstrated the cognitive dissonance that many
of my participants experienced.
College started off great for Alan. He formed most of his friendships during that initial
fall term. Alan embraced his college experience right away. “Fall term was really great. My
classes, like my high school had prepared me for my classes so I didn’t really have to try that
hard and I still did reasonably well. So, it was a very smooth transition for me, honestly, oddly
enough, smoother than most of my peers.” He became great friends with his roommate and
formed a deep connection. He also became active in clubs, organizations, and campus wide
traditions, underscoring the sub-theme of the empowerment of choice. He loved his professors
and found them “genuinely amazing,” highlighting the sub-theme of the importance of
relationships with faculty.
Both Alan and his parents met with the disability coordinator prior to classes starting.
The meeting was mainly focused on addressing accommodations related to ADHD and other
learning disabilities, not ASD. “We had actually chosen not to disclose the ASD while I was
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applying for [the college].” His parents were very concerned about disclosing the ASD diagnosis
to the college and believed it could be a barrier to his acceptance, so nothing was revealed until
after he was accepted. He received extra time on tests and exams due to his ADHD and learning
disabilities and received no accommodations related to ASD. The disability coordinator asked
Alan if he wanted any accommodations related to ASD, but he said no. “The main thing is I
don’t want to be singled out as different in that way. At the same time, I do, which is another
thing. So much of my identity of who I am is related to [ASD]. But I don't want any special
treatment.” This emphasized the sub-theme of mixed reactions of disability services and
obligatory events.
Friendships, or lack thereof, have played such a significant role in defining Alan’s life,
underlining the sub-theme of navigating the social world with an ASD diagnosis. In college,
Alan has finally found a way to develop friendship naturally. “I think I have myself to thank that
I’ve gotten better at socializing and I’ve been able to look at cues better and I feel like that for
me, I‘ve taken learning social skills very seriously.” His ability to integrate socially has
improved dramatically and he is still learning about the process of friendship. “
Whenever I’m in a social situation, I know that my instinct is not the right thing to do.
My instinct will be to rock back and forth, to be able to do random things. I constantly
have something on my brain. I’ve conditioned myself to make sure I don’t do that and
I’m constantly updating that. It does feel to a certain extent like acting sometimes, but at
the same time, as time has gone on, it’s become more natural.
Even with his close friendships in college, Alan has struggled to determine how to share his ASD
diagnosis with others, stressing the sub-theme of the perceived impact with disclosing the ASD
diagnosis. He chose not to reveal his ASD diagnosis with his girlfriend or friends in college. He
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found it easier to share his ADHD and learning disabilities to others, but not ASD. Alan selfidentifies as bisexual and finds his sexuality is easier to disclose to others than his ASD
diagnosis.
Alan was my last interview. During the interview, Alan told me about the reason why he
wanted to participate in the research. “The main reason why I am doing this interview is that I
know that there are other people out there like me and I hope that somehow this would be able to
help them in some way. That’s something that I’ve always wanted to do.” Alan feels a
responsibility to help those like him. He was very expressive about his own struggles, especially
as a child, and how he has learned to grow and adapt. His dream of college came true for him
and he is flourishing. Alan wanted to make sure I understood how much he has changed and
evolved over time. Alan deems his social development as his greatest success in college thus far.
He shared a powerful story about how transformational this aspect of life is for him.
I remember when I was eight years old, I was having a bad day. I probably was bullying
or something like that. I came home, I was crying, and I took out a sheet of paper and I
wrote, I wrote on it saying that 10, I would have four friends and by 12, I will have
enough friends for a birthday party. But then I took that note and locked it in a box and I
hid it away. I get very emotional by this because when I was eight years old, I wrote that
in the box not thinking, not believing, knowing full well that it was not true, knowing full
well that I would, that no matter how hard I try, I would never have friends. I had known
that when I was a child. I knew that this was not possible, and it was as life went on, I
began to wonder, what if this is possible? So, being in college and being able to be
surrounded by people that I am... People think that I’m a social butterfly. So, I’ve had a,
I’ve had a progress, a life that’s been getting progressively better and it’s painful for me
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to think back to my childhood, but I mean it also reminds me where I came from and to
an extent of who I am.
Alan began to tear up during this story. Through Alan’s tenacity, hard work, and determination,
he has been able to accomplish the impossible, which for him was to have enough friends for a
birthday party. The evolution of Alan’s social development showed how impactful friendships
and connections can be for someone, especially someone who has struggled with it their entire
life. Alan articulated that he felt responsible for helping other individuals with ASD. By
participating in this interview, I am responsible for sharing his experience.
Alan’s narrative describes how my themes addressed the research questions. Alan’s
experience is unique, and there are important aspects to keep in mind. It would be foolish to
assume that my participants are the typical college students with ASD. The fact that all of them
are on the path to graduation debunks this assumption. Research has demonstrated that retention
and graduation rates are very low in higher education for individuals with ASD (Cai & Richdale,
2016; Colclough, 2016; Shattuck et al., 2012; Tarallo, 2012). The holistic success of Alan, and
my other participants, demonstrate the importance and gravity of needing to truly invest in this
population. Colleges and universities have an amazing opportunity to provide a completely new
start for students with ASD. My participants demonstrated how tenacious and determined they
are to succeed and grow.
Chapter IV Summary
In Chapter IV, I presented findings from my research on how students with ASD
transitioned from high school to small liberal arts colleges in the Midwest. I described in detail
how I conducted my data analysis. The analysis was structured to emphasize the lived
experiences of the students by allowing their voices to emerge through a semi-structured
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interview process. I provided a participant narrative for each student. Data coding was discussed,
and I provided the results of my key statements, categories, and clusters. Eventually, three
themes emerged from the data: (I) ASD and self-identity, (II) college structure and resources
and their impact on transition; and (III) family involvement and support. I reviewed my
themes through the lens of my theoretical framework and reviewed the applicability to the
concept. Finally, I reviewed my research questions, addressing how well my themes fit, as well
as articulating the lived experience of students with ASD as they transfer into a small liberal arts
college in the Midwest.
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION
The focus of this research is to understand the lived experience of students with Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD) as they transition from high school to a small liberal arts college.
Using a phenomenological approach, the lived experiences were expressed directly from the
students. Even though this research was focused solely on students transitioning to small liberal
arts colleges, results from this study may potentially be relevant to many types of higher
education institutions that enroll students with ASD. Seven students participated in the study,
focusing on their lived experience as they transitioned to four small, private, liberal arts colleges
in the Midwest. Interviews were conducted either face-to-face or via digital video conferencing
through Skype and Facetime. This chapter will focus on the relationship between the literature
and research, discuss implications for administrators, and suggestions for future research.
Connection to the Literature
Chapter II highlighted a summary of literature related to the topic of research. Peer
reviewed articles, empirical studies, student development theory, and relevant dissertations were
all used to access the most recent and pertinent information on the topic. There is a lack of
research focused on students with ASD transitioning from high school to a small liberal arts
college, although there are certainly connections in the literature, allowing for further discussion
and implications. This section will highlight the significant ways my findings connected with the
literature, contradicted the literature, and expanded upon the literature.
Findings connected with the current research
My study included five individuals who identified as male and two who identified as
female. Also, six of my participants were White and one participant was Asian American. This is

106

consistent with the overall demographics from autism research, with White children having the
highest likelihood of being diagnosed with ASD (Christensen et al., 2016). In the timing of the
ASD diagnosis, the two women in my study were diagnosed in college, while the five men were
diagnosed prior to college. In fact, four of my male participants were diagnosed at a young age.
Research has shown that boys are 4.5 times more likely than girls to be identified with ASD
(Christensen et al., 2016). Begeer, Mandell, Wijinker-Holmes, Venderbosch, Rem, Stekelenburg,
and Koot (2013) found that girls were typically diagnosed later in their lives than boys and
research has shown that girls with ASD present symptoms differently than boys (Hiller, Young,
& Weber, 2016), making it challenging to diagnose girls at a younger age.
Two of my participants chose not to disclose their ASD diagnosis due to the perceived
stigma of ASD. Hoffman (2016) found that many students do not come forward with their ASD
diagnosis for fear of stigma, and Alan and Pete both shared that fear. Cabrera, Nora, Terenzini,
Pascarella, and Hagedorn (1999) found that social integration for minority and non-minority
students is negatively affected by perceptions of discrimination and prejudice. Alan chose not to
get any accommodations related to ASD because of his desire to be “normal” and did not
disclose his ASD diagnosis to his girlfriend or friend group. Alan, who self-identifies as
bisexual, found it easier to share his sexuality to others than his ASD diagnosis, due to the
perceived severity of the stigma.
Many of my participants experienced stress when they were applying to college. Four of
my participants expressed feeling stress during the application process and attempting to find the
“right college.” Chickering and Reisser (1993) found that adjusting to a college or university can
cause social, emotional, and academic stress for college students. Once the students arrived, five
of them struggled in their first semester due to a difficult transition. This difficulty in transition

107

was especially highlighted in their first semester. They either struggled academically, had
difficulty connecting socially, or missed being home. Ashbaugh et al., (2017) found that there is
a common feeling of loneliness and isolation for students with ASD in higher education, perhaps
connected to the difficult transition.
All of my participants were seeking small class sizes and access to their professors,
which was highlighted in the sub-theme of the importance of relationships with faculty.
VanBergeijk et al., (2008) described that students with disabilities may be drawn to liberal arts
colleges because of the small class sizes and campus. Many small private liberal arts colleges
focus a great deal of attention on the individual interactions between professors and students and
place a premium on encouraging students to seek help (Perner, 2002; Trammell & Hathaway,
2007). This was true for all of my students, as relationships with professors were a significant
source of positive interaction. All of my participants live on campus and although they are all at
various stages of their college career, it correlates with Mamiseishvili and Koch’s (2011) finding
that living on campus is a positive indicator of retention for students with disabilities between
their first and second years of college. Proximity to home and size of campus were significant
factors for all of my participants, which is what Adreon and Durocher (2007) recommended in
their research.
Many of my participants had severe mental health issues during their college experience.
Gillott and Standen (2007) found that individuals with ASD are three times more anxious than
comparison groups and are more prone to stress, particularly when it came to coping with
change, anticipation, sensory stimuli, and unpleasant events. 14.3% of my participants expressed
suicidal ideation, which was consistent with Jackson, Hart et al., (2018) research, who found that
17.9% of their students with ASD were likely or very likely to attempt suicide in the future. Five

108

of my participants felt severe stress, anxiety, or depression during their college career and many
of them sought out professional help from a psychologist, psychiatrist, therapist, or counselor.
Six of my seven participants had ASD and another diagnosed disability, which connects to what
Gjevik, Eldevik, Fjaeran-Granum, and Sponheim (2011) discovered. Their research found that
72% of their sample of children with ASD had at least one comorbid disorder, with anxiety
disorder and attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder being the most common.
My participants had mixed reactions related to accommodations through disability
services, which was highlighted in the sub-theme of mixed reactions to disability services and
obligatory events. Brown and Coomes (2016) found that extra time on tests or note taking
assistance may not be relevant to ASD. Two of my students had extra time on tests as an
accommodation, but it was rarely utilized, which connected with Hoffman (2016) finding that
typical classroom accommodations are potentially useless for students with ASD. The peer
mentoring program Alan and Nadia used was greatly appreciated, correlating with Hart, Grigal,
and Weir’s (2010) findings that peer mentoring, educational coaching, and universal design
within the classroom can be greatly beneficial for students with ASD. Parents of my participants
were keenly aware of disability services and encouraged their students to establish
accommodations. This is similar to what Camarena and Sarigiani (2009) found when they
interviewed parents of individuals with ASD. During the interviews, parents highlighted
accommodations as a key piece of support. Many of my participant’s parents met with the
disability coordinators early on, which is what Carter, Austin, and Trainer (2012) recommended,
in order for the coordinators to build alliance with parents.

109

Findings that challenge the current research
All of my participants expressed difficulty connecting socially with their peers, especially
in high school. Brugstahler and Russo-Glecher (2015) found that support related to executive
functioning tasks and social development is needed for students with ASD, which is not typically
addressed with accommodations. My findings showed that my three of my participants did
receive accommodations related to executive functioning tasks and social development, through
peer mentoring and study tables.
Findings that expand the current research
Many of my participants had negative reactions to freshmen kick-off and orientation
events. Five of the seven students had a negative reaction because of the overwhelming demands
of the events, the lack of relevancy to normal day-to-day college life, and being forced to a
group. There was no current literature found that specifically focused on how students with ASD
experience transition programs such as orientation and freshmen kick-off. French (2013)
discussed the relevancy and importance for orientation and transition programs to be effective
and accessible for students with disabilities but did not provide any tangible examples. French
did not provide any recommendations specific to ASD either. Campus activities provided as
mixed reaction from my participants as well. This was also not found in current literature.
My students with ASD appreciated their jobs on campus, as well as clubs and
organizations. In fact, these two aspects of college life provided the strongest outlets for social
development for my participants. The review of the current literature did not focus on either of
these aspects specific to students with ASD. In addition, single rooms in residential halls were
seen as a benefit for four of the participants, after all of them had a difficult experience with their
first assigned roommate. Although specialized housing assignments were seen as a primary focus
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in Shmulsky, Gobbo, and Donahue’s (2015) transition program for students with ASD within a
liberal arts college, most research in the literature review presumed that students with ASD
would have a roommate and never discussed the possibility of a single room.
Two participants chose not to reveal their disability to the college during the application
process, based on recommendations from their parents. Their parents were concerned that having
a disability would somehow negatively impact their student’s acceptance into the college.
Having a disability would never exclude someone from being accepted into a college and it
would be seen as discrimination under ADA. Although it was not expressed, it is possible that a
high school or admissions representative gave the parents misinformation. That being said, there
was no discussion from current literature on a perceived negative consequence to the enrollment
status in college if a student has a disability.
Implications of Findings for Practice
This study focused on students with ASD attending four small private liberal arts colleges
in the Midwest. Seven students told their story of transitioning from high school to college. I
originally stated that this study may allow disability coordinators to better serve the specific
needs of the ASD population, as well as staff, faculty, and parents who are involved with the
ASD population. As the population of ASD grows, there will be more students with this
developmental disorder seeking higher education. With this influx of students, post-secondary
institutions--whether public universities, community colleges, or liberal art colleges--need to be
well-versed in accommodating the students’ unique needs. My recommendations for practice are
based on the student’s voices about their lived experiences.
There must be significant adjustments made to transition programs like orientation and
freshmen kickoff in order to provide a more inclusive and welcoming environment for students
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with ASD. Colleges and universities develop transition programs like orientation and freshmen
kick-off to help orientate the student to a new setting through group activities and presentations.
However, my participants shared that orientations and freshmen kick-offs were not ideal settings
to foster growth and connection to the college. Many of the participants found the large group
setting overwhelming and desired individual breaks during the sessions. There is opportunity for
administrators to make adjustments to transition programming in order to meet the needs of
unique student populations, including students with ASD. One-on-one connection can be
beneficial for all students and should be integrated into transition programming, along with
breaks and opportunities for decompression.
Similar to transition programs, colleges and universities offer campus activities, clubs
and organizations to help build connections for students. My participants very much appreciated
clubs and organizations due to the specificity to a particular topic and the smaller group settings.
Campus activities, however, were seen as intimidating and overwhelming due to the large group
settings. My participants also appreciated having choices in how they participated in student
engagement. Student life administrators should provide a wide range of programming options to
address the unique needs of their student populations. There should be a wide array of options in
relation to campus activities in order to give all students a chance to explore their passions and
interests.
My participants expressed mixed reactions to common accommodations (i.e., extra time
on tests, notetaking assistance, and quiet space to take a test). Some students appreciated these
accommodations, but others found them useless and unnecessary. Two of my students were not
even aware of any accommodations that would assist them in the classroom based on their ASD
diagnosis. Colleges and universities need to challenge the status quo in relation to
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accommodations for students. Accommodations must not be limited to academics only, but
expanded to outside the classroom to help remove barriers. Instead of providing the same
common accommodations of extra time on tests or note-taking assistance, for example, there
needs to be a deep understanding of the student’s holistic needs and address them accordingly.
For example, accommodations in the transition process, in obligatory events, in student life
programming, and in on-campus housing are more appropriate and helpful for students with
ASD. Disability coordinators must truly understand the unique needs of the individual and tailor
accommodations to that student, not the disability. The two unique accommodations that were
offered to my participants, study tables and a peer mentoring program, were greatly appreciated.
These accommodations are not as common in colleges and universities, as they likely take more
time and energy to construct, but they address a need that my participants expressed.
In addition to accommodations, housing played a significant factor in the overall success
for my students. Five of the seven students were dissatisfied with their initial living arrangements
with a roommate during their first year, resulting in four students requesting a single room. Once
the students had their own space in a single room, they enjoyed the experience. My participants
felt safe and comfortable in a single room; it provided them with a safe space to regroup so that
they could venture out into the larger college environment. Disability coordinators and housing
administrators must truly understand the unique needs and expectations for a student with ASD,
and if possible, tailor their living arrangements to meet those needs.
Recommendations for Further Research
This research initiated the conversation about how students with ASD transition from
high school to a small, private, liberal arts college. The phenomenological study focused on the
lived experiences of these students and my results reflected the essence of their collective
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responses. The findings from this research provide a foundation for future exploration with this
important student population. I have specific recommendations for further research: (a) explore
the dynamic relationships between students with ASD and professors; (b) compare and contrast
the experiences of students with ASD in public universities, community colleges, and small
liberal arts colleges; (c) research the impact of students with ASD in on-campus housing; and (d)
research how unique accommodations, such as study tables and peer mentoring, impact students
with ASD.
I recommend a deep qualitative study on exploring the dynamic relationships between
students with ASD and professors. I was surprised by how consistently my participants described
their positive relationships with professors. Prior to the research, I expected that the disability
coordinator would be seen as the most consistent resource for students with ASD, but this was
not the case. I had not anticipated the level of which professors were viewed as a source of
support. My participants were using professors as mental health resources, accommodation
experts, and general life connoisseurs. My students desire to go to a small liberal arts college was
centered on access to professors and having small class sizes. Further studies should explore this
relationship more in-depth and see if this is a consistent source of positive interactions,
regardless of the type of institution.
I recommend comparing and contrasting the experiences of students with ASD in public
universities, community colleges, and small, private, liberal arts colleges. The current literature
seems to indicate that students with disabilities, including those with ASD, gravitate primarily to
community colleges, with four-year universities and colleges lagging behind (Adreon &
Durocher, 2007; Newman, Wagner, Cameto, & Knokey 2009; Sanford et al., 2011). My findings
highlighted the desire for students with ASD to attend private, liberal art colleges. In fact, most
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of my students purposely avoided large public institutions for fear that there would be no access
to professors and that they would be stuck in enormous lecture halls for courses. My students
also never considered community colleges as an option. Each institutional style offers unique
factors that can help or impede a student, including a student with ASD. Another factor in
choosing institutional type is likely being influenced from the students’ parents and proximity to
home. Although price was never brought up as a barrier for my participants, this too could factor
into how students with ASD choose their college or university. Further studies should explore
what draws a student with ASD to a specific college type and what they experience once they
arrive.
I recommend researching the impact of on-campus housing for students with ASD.
Research has shown that students with disabilities are more likely to retain if they live oncampus. Four of my students enjoyed living on campus, once they had a single room. Two of my
students loved their roommate experience and continued living with another student in the
following years. Residence halls were used as a significant source of connection and social
integration for the students but were also a source of stress and difficulty. Further studies need to
explore the experience of students with ASD and on-campus housing.
Finally, I recommend researching how unique accommodations, such as study tables and
peer mentoring, impact students with ASD. Current literature recommends unique
accommodations for students with ASD, but with very little research is presented to back up
these claims. My findings showed that unique accommodations were appreciated by my students
and seen as a benefit. There are many programs established at various colleges and universities
and it would be interesting to explore best accommodation practices for students with ASD.
Many of these unique accommodations are time consuming and have financial requirements,
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creating barriers for implementation. Further studies must explore best practices on unique
accommodations for students with ASD.
Additional Thoughts
Ever since I started analyzing my data, I have had additional “ponderances.” The male
participants in my study were all diagnosed prior to college (by their parent’s initiative). All the
male participants expressed a negative connotation with the ASD disability. My female
participants were diagnosed in college, by their own initiative. The two female participants had a
positive connotation with the ASD disability. Research has shown that it is common for girls to
be diagnosed at an older age compared to boys (Begeer et al., 2013), and that girls present
symptoms of ASD differently than boys (Hiller, Young, & Weber, 2016). However, I did not
find anything in the current literature that explores if gender influences how people interpret their
ASD diagnosis. Similarly, I did not find any literature exploring if the timing of the ASD
diagnosis affects how individuals interpret their ASD diagnosis. Finally, I did not find any
literature on who initiates the process of diagnosing ASD, and how that impacts how the
individual interprets their ASD diagnosis. I will continue to explore this observation, but I have
not concluded anything to specifically recommend for further research.
Finally, there is one aspect of my research that I am most grateful that I was able to
accomplish. When I was setting up this research, my goal was to hear directly from students with
ASD. I had read many articles, journals, and dissertations on the topic of students with ASD, but
interviews were with parents, teachers or disability coordinators, instead of the students. Other
professionals recommended that I focus on interviewing key stakeholders, instead of students.
Their assumption was that this population had no desire to participate in research or to connect
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with a stranger on this topic. Nevertheless, I was adamant that I needed to connect to the students
directly to give them an opportunity to use their voices to share their lived experience.
When I was in the midst of building my sample population, there was a time that I began
to doubt my determination. It took just under a year for me to collect enough interviews in order
to achieve saturation and I was forced to make multiple adjustments to my proposal and IRB
application. I broadened my scope from the state of Michigan to the entire Midwest region. My
initial plan of connecting with these students via their disability coordinator was not as fruitful as
I originally thought, so I utilized listservs, social media, student affairs professionals, and
personal connections within the higher education community to connect with students with ASD.
Once I conducted my first interview, though, I knew that I made the right decision. Getting to
know these students and having them explore this monumental transition with me is one of the
greatest joys of my life. I feel honored that they were willing to explore this topic and trusted me
with their story. I truly encourage more professionals to go directly to the source and hear the
student voices, directly from them. Please do not depend on a professional, parent, or guardian to
represent the student’s voice, even when their intentions are pure. Students have a right to share
their story. They simply need to be pursued and given the opportunity.
Concluding Thoughts
Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) are transitioning into colleges and
universities at a growing rate. All types of post-secondary institutions are seeing this growth, yet
some are ill prepared in assisting students with ASD, especially within the transition process.
There is a gap in the research focusing on students with ASD transitioning to liberal art colleges.
The purpose of this study is to understand the lived experience of students with ASD as they
transition from high school to a small liberal arts college.
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My research used a phenomenological approach in order to develop descriptive themes. I
interviewed seven students who are diagnosed with ASD, registered with disability services, and
attending a private, liberal arts college. Participants attended four small, private liberal art
colleges in the Midwest. The interviews provided rich data discussing the student’s lived
experience.
My findings revealed three themes as to how students with ASD transition from high
school to a small a liberal arts college: (I) ASD diagnosis and its impact on self-identity; (II)
the impact of college structures and resources on transitioning to college; and (III) family
involvement and support. I found that students were affected by timing of their ASD diagnosis
and students associated their social limitations with their ASD diagnosis. Students were also
concerned to share with ASD diagnosis with others for fear of stigma. There were mixed
reactions on the benefits of disability services and obligatory events, such as orientation and
freshmen kick-off. Students felt empowered to choose how they participated in student
engagement and enjoyed clubs and organizations. Finally, students saw their professors as a
consistent source of positive interaction.
Recommendations for practice include: (a) significantly adjusting transition programs,
like orientation and freshmen kickoff, in order to provide a more inclusive and welcoming
environment; (b) expanding accommodations outside of the classroom to help remove barriers
(growing beyond strictly academic accommodations); (c) creating a wide array of options in
relation to campus activities in order to give all students a chance to explore their passions and
interests; (d) tailoring living arrangements to meet the unique needs of students with ASD, as
well as expecting all staff, especially disability coordinators and housing administrators to
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understand that individual students have different needs (attending to the unique student and not
the diagnosis).
Recommendations for further research include: (a) explore the dynamic relationship
between students with ASD and professors; (b) compare and contrast the experiences of students
with ASD in public universities, community colleges, and small liberal arts colleges; (c) research
the impact of students with ASD in on-campus housing; and (d) research how unique
accommodations, such as study tables and peer mentoring, impact students with ASD.
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Date

Dear student,
My name is Joe Bishop and I am the Executive Director of Campus Life at Davenport
University. Furthermore, I am a doctoral student at Western Michigan University writing to
request your participation in my dissertation research – a study examining the lived experience of
students with Autism Spectrum Disorder as they transition from high school to college.
The interview would take approximately 60 minutes of your time in a face-to-face
interview at a place of your choosing. I would like to discuss your educational experience and
what it was like to transition from high school to college. The interview will be voice recorded
and all information will be kept confidential. Following the interview, I will provide a copy of
the transcript for you to review and make any needed changes. If needed, I will reach out to you
via email for any follow up questions.
My goal is to have a better understanding of what students with ASD need in higher
education and hopefully, improve their experience. Your participation would be greatly
appreciated. If you are interested, please complete the attached form and return it to me in the
addressed envelope.
If you choose to participate in my research and sign the consent form, I will reach out to
you via email as soon as possible. If you have any questions or concerns, you can reach me at
josephbishopaq@gmail.com. Thank you for your consideration.
Thank you,

Joe Bishop, M. Ed.
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Date: _________________________________________________________________________
Time: ________________________________________________________________________
Location: ____________________________________________________________________
Participant ID #: ________________________________________________________________
Script: Following the general introduction and once in the assigned location
Thank you for participating in this interview. To maintain the integrity of the study, I am going to
start the digital recorder and ask you to simply disregard it as much as possible.
Great, let’s get started. My goal is respect your time and keep the interview within the 60-minute
time frame. As you may remember, I am going to ask you questions about your high school
experience and your transition into college. Please note, during the interview, I will not be able
to make any personal comments or agreements, even though I may like to. My goal is to not
influence your answers, but truly hear your own perspective. The interview is all about you; so
please time your time and answer the questions as completely as possible. As we proceed, I may
ask you to provide more information about some topics. Are you ready to begin?
1. Tell me about your high school experience.
a. What are the biggest things that stand out to you from your high school experience?
b. What were your long-term goals?
c. What were the greatest challenges and barriers in meeting those goals in high school?
d. Before I go on to the next topic, is there anything else related your high school
experience that you would like to share with me?
2. Now, we are going to talk about your application process to college.
a. Tell me a little bit about your application process. Was it stressful?
b. Why did you apply to this college?
c. Why did you choose to attend this college?
d. Did you meet any professors before entering into college?
e. What helped you transitioned into college?
Can you give me an example?
f. Were there some things that made entering into college more difficult?
Can you give me an example?
g. What role did your parents play in the application process?
3. What events or programs did you participate in during the summer before starting college?
a. Once you were accepted, did you interact with anyone or contact with the college?
i. Admissions?
ii. Other students?
iii. Disability Coordinator?
iv. Faculty members?
v. Potential roommates?
4. Did you have certain expectations about what college would be like?
5. What has surprised you about college so far?
6. What do you think is different between college and high school?
7. Sometimes people think they have changed once they were in college. Do you think that is
true for you?
8. How do you think you have changed in college compared to high school?
a. How do you know that a change occurred?
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b. What/who were the important people/things that helped this change?
c. What were your feelings as you went through this change?
9. How is it with other students?
a. Where have you met people? Examples
a. Has it been easier or harder to make friends in college compared to high school?
Examples
b. Have there been events or programs on campus to help you connect with others?
c. How comfortable is that? Are you struggling with that?
10. When you think about the whole transition…
a. Is it easier or harder than college?
b. Can you talk a little about your experiences interacting with professors?
11. What has been the biggest struggle in college?
12. How far is this college from home for you?
This concludes our interview. Thank you for taking the time to participate in this study. I will
take the information gathered here and review it, along with several other interviews.
Is it possible to reach out to you if I have any further questions or need clarification? Thank you
and have a great rest of your day.
Shut off digital recorder.
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